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Tiivistelmä – Abstract 
 
It is a well-known stereotype that women are considered emotional, whereas men are seen as more rational. Even 
though emotionality is considered a female trait, affection is considered one of the most fundamental of human needs. 
Culture affects what is considered as gender-appropriate behavior and these norms extend also to language use: it is 
considered more appropriate for women to be affectionate in their speech. One way of showing affection verbally is to 
use terms of endearment.  
Differences in the use of terms of endearment are an area of research that has not yet been widely studied. This Mas-
ter’s Thesis strives to discover whether or not there are any gender differences in the use of terms of endearment, when 
they are used as forms of address in spoken British English, while taking into consideration the influence of age as 
well. The purpose of this study is to determine whether the gender or age of the speaker influences the way and quantity 
of the use of terms of endearment as forms of address. For a broader picture of differences in the use of terms of en-
dearment, the speech acts including terms of endearment were analyzed according to Searle’s classification of illocu-
tionary acts. This enables a way of analyzing how terms of endearment are used in addition to discovering how much 
they are used. This study is first and foremost quantitative, but includes also a qualitative analysis.  
The British National Corpus was used as the database for this study. From this corpus, the spoken demographic consist-
ing of informal conversations was chosen. The use of terms of endearment is studied through the use of the five most 
commonly appearing terms of endearment in the database: babe, darling, dear, love and sweetheart.  
The results show that overall women use terms of endearment approximately 1.5 times more often than men, which is a 
significant difference. However, this did not apply to all age groups, since in one age group men actually used terms of 
endearment more frequently than women. Terms of endearment are used relatively little prior to the age of 25 after 
which women seem to use terms of endearment relatively frequently throughout adulthood, whereas in male speech 
there seems to be much more variation on how frequently these terms are used. For both genders, the peak in the use of 
terms of endearment was in young adulthood, that is, between the ages 25 and 34. There was also variation in the use of 
different terms of endearment and each gender seems to favor slightly different terms. However, the three most com-
monly used terms were the same for both genders: darling, dear and love.  
The results regarding the classification of illocutionary acts, terms of endearment were used most frequently in di-
rective illocutionary acts. For women directives were the most commonly uttered illocutionary act, whereas for men it 
was assertives. Declarations did not appear in the data of this study.  
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Tiivistelmä – Abstract 
 
Yleisesti ajatellaan, että naiset ovat tunteellisia kun taas miehet ovat rationaalisia. Vaikka tunteellisuus nähdään femi-
niinisenä piirteenä, pidetään kiintymystä yhtenä keskeisimmistä ihmisen tarpeista. Kulttuurilla on suuri vaikutus siihen, 
mikä nähdään sopivana käyttäytymisenä kullekin sukupuolelle, ja nämä normit ulottuvat luonnollisesti myös kielen-
käyttöön: kiintymyksen ja hellyyden osoittamista puhetilanteissa pidetään hyväksyttävämpänä naisille kuin miehille. 
Yksi tapa ilmaista hellyyttä on käyttää hellittelytermejä. 
Erot hellittelytermien käytössä on aihe, jota on tutkittu vielä varsin vähän. Tämän Pro gradu -tutkielman tavoitteena on 
selvittää, onko brittienglannin puhujien keskuudessa eroja sukupuolten ja eri ikäryhmien välillä siinä, miten he käyttä-
vät hellittelytermejä puhutellessaan. Tutkimuksen tarkoituksena on selvittää, vaikuttaako puhujan sukupuoli ja ikä hel-
littelytermien käytön määrään tai tapaan, miten niitä käytetään. Eri käyttötapojen tutkimisessa on hyödynnetty Searlen 
illokutiivisten aktien luokittelua. Sen avulla selvitetään, millaisissa puheakteissa hellittelytermejä on käytetty. Vaikka 
kyseessä on ensisijaisesti kvantitatiivinen tutkimus, tarjoaa luokittelu yhden tavan tutkia laadullisia eroja hellittelyter-
mien käytössä, mikä täydentää hyvin määrällistä analyysiä.  
Tutkimuksen aineistona käytetään korpusaineistoa, ja aineistoksi valikoitui British National Corpus. Aineisto rajattiin 
informaaleissa tilanteissa nauhoitettuihin keskusteluihin, koska tarkoituksena on tutkia nimenomaan puhuttua kieltä. 
Tutkimukseen sisällytettiin viisi aineistossa useimmin esiintyvää hellittelytermiä, jotta ovat babe, darling, dear, love ja 
sweetheart.  
Tulokset osoittavat, että naiset käyttävät hellittelytermejä keskimäärin 1,5 kertaa useammin kuin miehet, mikä on tilas-
tollisesti merkitsevä ero. Tämä ei kuitenkaan koske kaikkia ikäryhmiä, sillä yhdessä ikäryhmässä miehet itse asiassa 
käyttivät hellittelytermejä useammin kuin naiset. Hellittelytermejä käytetään suhteellisen vähän alle 25-vuotiaana. Tä-
män ikävuoden jälkeen naiset käyttävät hellittelytermejä melko tasaisesti läpi aikuisuuden, kun taas miesten hellittely-
termien käytössä on huomattavasti enemmän vaihtelua. Kumpikin sukupuoli käyttää hellittelytermejä eniten 25–34 -
vuotiaina. Eri sukupuolten välillä oli myös eroja siinä, miten paljon eri termejä käytetään, sillä molemmat tuntuvat suo-
sivan hieman eri termejä. Kolme yleisimmin käytettyä termiä olivat kuitenkin samat: darling, dear ja love. 
Illokutiivisia akteja koskevat tulokset osoittavat, että hellittelytermejä käytettiin useimmiten direktiivisten puheaktien 
kanssa. Naisten kohdalla yleisin illokutiivinen akti oli direktiivi, kun taas miehet käyttivät eniten assertiiveja. Deklara-
tiivisia puheakteja ei aineistossa esiintynyt. 
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The topic of this Master’s Thesis is gender and age differences in the use of terms of endear-
ment in British English. Terms of endearment are forms of address used in spoken communi-
cation. For instance, such words as honey or sweetheart are considered as traditional terms of 
endearment (Morelock 2005: 3). The interest for this subject arose from personal experience: 
I have visited Great Britain on several occasions and while being there my own experience 
has been that people use a great deal of terms of endearment. It seems that even total strangers 
are addressed with these terms regularly. When I started looking more closely into the matter, 
it would seem that the use of terms of endearment has not been studied relatively much. This 
further increased my interest for this subject. The purpose of this study is to look into the use 
of terms of endearment in British English and see how two different sociolinguistic variables, 
that are age and gender, affect the use of these terms. This study is a continuation from my 
Bachelor’s Thesis, which dealt with the same topic. 
 
As discussed above, the starting point for this study lies within the area of sociolinguistics, 
more specifically in sociolinguistic variation. Sociolinguistics is a broad area of study focus-
ing on how social factors, such as region, social class or ethnicity, influence speech. This 
study is interested in two sociolinguistic variables: gender and age. Language and gender is an 
area of sociolinguistics that focuses on the impact that gender has on language. It focuses on 
the way language portrays gender, as well as how gender affects the use of language. The 
interest towards gender differences in talk and communication has grown greatly since the 
1970s. This research has highlighted sociolinguistic facts that have replaced folk linguistic 
myths (Coates 1998: 2). This subject area is introduced more closely in section 2.1. Another 
important factor associated in social variation of language use is age (Yule 2009: 211). Aging 
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is central to human experience and the study of age in relation to language lies at the intersec-
tion of life stage and history (Eckert 1997: 151). In other words, at any given moment a 
speaker or age group of speakers represents a place in history as well as a life stage (ibid.), 
therefore representing variation both at a societal and at an individual level. 
 
Terms of endearment belong to an area of affectionate communication. This study deals with 
the subject of affection, and strives to discover how often affection is enacted in communica-
tion through the use of terms of endearment. As mentioned earlier, the use of terms of en-
dearment is an area of study that has not been widely studied and the existing studies seem to 
deal for the most part with how the use of terms of endearment can be interpreted negatively 
(see section 2.5). This study, however, does not focus on the negative uses of terms of en-
dearment for this is first and foremost a quantitative study that will determine which gender 
and which age groups use terms of endearment more and in which types of speech acts the 
terms are used. 
 
In this study the use of terms of endearment is studied in relation to the Speech Act Theory. 
The aim of this study is to first discover in which types of speech acts each gender uses terms 
of endearment as forms of address and whether there are any significant differences between 
men and women in this usage. In other words, this study is interested in only those occasions, 
where someone is spoken to by addressing them with a term of endearment. Secondly, the 
aim is to find out whether the age of the speaker has any impact on the amount and the way 
the terms of endearment are used. The gender of the speaker is also taken into account in rela-
tion to his or her age. Therefore, it can be seen whether there are any gender differences be-
tween different age groups. The aims are accomplished mainly quantitatively, but also quali-
tatively by classifying the speech acts according to Searle’s (1976) classification of illocu-
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tionary acts. In this way it is possible to see also from other than a quantitative perspective 
what types of gender or age differences there are in the use of terms of endearment.  
 
This Master’s Thesis is a corpus-based study, focusing on the use of terms of endearment by 
the speakers of British English. The data derives from the British National Corpus (BNC) and 
this study concentrates on the spoken British English used in informal conversations. The data 
is limited to informal conversations, since this is the type of communication where affection 
is more likely to be present and therefore terms of endearment could be expected as well. In 
addition, the data is narrowed to cases where terms of endearment are used as forms of ad-
dress, since the aim of this study is to study only those occasions where terms of endearment 
are used to address someone. 
 
I have formed four hypotheses regarding this study. The first two are very general ones. The 
first hypothesis states that there are differences in the way men and women use terms of en-
dearment in different speech acts. The second hypothesis similarly states that there are differ-
ences within different age groups in the use of terms of endearment in different speech acts. 
These two hypotheses rely on the assumption that there are linguistic differences and socio-
linguistic variation between the ways each gender speaks and how different age groups speak 
(See sections 2.1 and 2.2). The third hypothesis is that most of the speech acts where terms of 
endearment are used will fall under the category of assertives. According to this hypothesis, 
the assertive illocutionary act is the most common in relation to terms of endearment as well, 
since it is the most common illocutionary act altogether. Therefore, this is expected to be the 
case within all the different groups – that is, different age and gender groups – in this study as 
well. The fourth hypothesis relates to the observations that were made in my Bachelor’s The-
sis, which preceded this study. There it was found that endearment words are often used as 
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softeners in orders, questions and requests. Therefore, my fourth hypothesis is that terms of 
endearment are used to soften directive illocutionary acts. 
 
Chapters 2 and 3 introduce the theoretical background for this research. The theoretical back-
ground of this study consists of four subject areas. Chapter 2 concentrates on topics concern-
ing language and communication. Section 2.1 introduces the subject area of language and 
gender, and gender differences in language use identified in earlier research. Section 2.2 con-
centrates on affectionate communication and how it connects to the terms of endearment. The 
definition of terms of endearment is then continued in Section 2.3, which talks about the dif-
ferent forms of address. Chapter 2 is concluded with Section 2.4, which discusses the negative 
uses of terms of endearment. The theoretical background is then continued with an introduc-
tion of the Speech Act Theory and how it links to J. R. Searle’s (1976) classification of illocu-
tionary acts, which is the basis for the qualitative analysis of this study. These are dealt with 
in chapter 3, which has Section 3.1 presenting the different functions of speech acts in sepa-
rate sub-sections, and Section 3.2, which introduces Searle’s classification of illocutionary 
acts, again using sub-sections.  
 
After the theory section, the methodology of this study is introduced in Chapter 4. Aims and 
hypotheses set for this study are presented more closely in Section 4.1. Section 4.2 presents 
the data used in this study while Section 4.3 describes how the data has been processed to 
achieve the results of this study. This has been done to make it possible to replicate the study 
as closely as possible. After this, Chapter 5 is dedicated to the presentation of the results 
found in this study. Quantitative and qualitative results are presented in separate sections, but 
the quantitative results in Section 5.1 are emphasized for they are more important for the aims 
of this study. Section 5.2 includes some qualitative analysis to give examples of what types of 
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illocutionary acts the study contains. Chapter 6 contains a discussion centered on the results 





2 Sociolinguistic Theoretical Background 
 
This section presents sociolinguistic theoretical background. Previous studies and theories are 
presented here concerning gender differences in language use (see Section 2.1), age as a soci-
olinguistic variable (see Section 2.2), affectionate communication and the use of forms of 
address, focusing, of course, on terms of endearment (see Sections 2.3 and 2.4). 
 
2.1 Language and gender 
 
Language and gender is a key area of sociolinguistic enquiry. While the idea that there is a 
gender difference in language use between men and women is a controversial one (Tannen 
1991: 14), today it is generally acknowledged by linguists (e.g. Cameron 1985; Eckert & 
McConnell-Ginet 2013; Holmes & Meyerhoff 2005) that there are differences in the ways 
men and women use and interpret language. Robin Lakoff is considered the pioneer of gender 
difference studies in linguistics after she discovered what she would call the ‘woman’s lan-
guage’. She discovered in her studies that women tend to avoid strong expressions of feeling 
and favor expressions of uncertainty (Lakoff 1973: 45-80). According to Lakoff, this expecta-
tion of how women should talk reflects the subordinate role of women in society. 
 
However, Tannen (1991: 15) suggests that rather than stating that language use reflects male 
dominance and women’s subordinate status, both men’s speech and women’s speech should 
be viewed as different but equally valid. Tannen (ibid.) claims that it would only hurt each 
gender to pretend that women and men are the same because then women would be treated 
based on the norms of men and vice versa. This is why studying gender differences in lan-
guage use is important: by acknowledging that there are differences it may be easier to under-
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stand why misunderstandings or miscommunication may happen. Although Tannen’s research 
can be viewed as outdated today, it was published during the time the database (BNC) used in 
this study was recorded and created. 
 
Tannen (1991: 76-77) suggests that in order to understand the gender difference in language 
use one has to understand the difference between public and private speaking, which is also 
known as report-talk and rapport-talk. According to Tannen, generally speaking, men feel 
more comfortable with “public” speaking, whereas women feel more comfortable with “pri-
vate” speaking. Therefore, the language used in conversations is for most women a language 
of rapport: it is a way of establishing connections and relationships by emphasizing similari-
ties and matching experiences. Men, on the other hand, often talk in a very different manner: 
their aim is to preserve independence and maintain status in a hierarchical social order by ex-
hibiting knowledge and skill, and ‘by holding center stage through verbal performance such 
as storytelling, joking or imparting information’ (Tannen 1991: 77). However, Tannen’s work 
has been criticized by other linguists even during her time (e.g. Freed 1993: 144-152). She has 
been criticized for reifying gender differences and perpetuating gender stereotypes, while ig-
noring the issues that include questions related to power and male dominance (Litosseliti 
2006: 39). 
 
Cameron (1985) argues that there should be a much more critical view towards gender differ-
ences in language use. Even though there are differences, it should not be simply stated that 
they are equal, since this is not always the case. Cameron (1985: 53) gives examples of situa-
tions where women might be discriminated against because of their way of speaking. In some 
professions, women have to be better-spoken than men, and for instance in broadcasting jobs 
female voices are found to lack authority due to being tinny and having a high pitch. It has 
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even been proposed that juries in court tend to have reluctance to believe women partly be-
cause of they have greater intonation and pitch contrast than men (Cameron 1985: 53). Fur-
thermore, a study concerning voice pitch and its influence on voting behavior shows that both 
men and women chose male and female leaders with low-pitched voices rather than high-
pitched voices (Klofstad et al. 2013: 2698-2704). This indicates that a low-pitched voice is 
considered to have more credibility and people with low-pitched voices are also found to be 
more dominant and attractive (Tigue et al. 2012: 210-216). This consequently suggests that 
men and women with low-pitched voices may be more successful when it comes to obtaining 
leadership positions and power. Klofstad et al. (2013: 2698–2704) also suggests that since 
women, on average, have higher-pitched voices than men, voice pitch might be one factor 
why women tend to obtain leadership roles more rarely than men. Therefore, it is evident that 
in reality the male and female ways of speaking are treated unequally, even though they 
would be considered equal in theory. This suggests that women would need to pay more at-
tention to their speech if they wish to have a certain effect, for example have authority. 
 
Some linguists view the gender varieties of language the same way they view regional dia-
lects or age-linked varieties. Feminine identities, gender roles and the fact that women com-
municate more with each other than with men generates their own norms of behaving and 
speaking, which leads to this subcultural view of sex difference (Cameron 1985: 52). Accord-
ing to Cameron (ibid.), this may or may not stress the position in which female subcultures 
stand in the power hierarchy. However, Cameron continues by mentioning that some com-
mentators have also thought that women lack the freedom to create their own subcultural 





A good example of the way women are not entirely free to create their own subcultural norms 
is the way women’s speech tends to differ less from the prestige standard speech than that of 
men’s. This feature has been identified in the English language on both sides of the Atlantic 
and arises in every socioeconomic class, in applying both grammar and pronunciation. This is 
often thought to be founded on supposed characteristics of females, of which Cameron (1985: 
48) mentions four very common ones. The first one is conservatism, which suggests that 
women stick to the traditional standard form, whereas men innovate. The second one is social 
climbing, which suggest that standard speech is used to improve social status. The third char-
acteristic refers to the feminine identity, suggesting that it is feminine to ‘talk like a lady’, in 
other words, like a middle-class speaker. The fourth common characteristic is covert prestige, 
although Cameron (ibid.) suggests that there is no real prestige attached to the more standard 
speech of women, since non-standard speech is considered a sign of masculinity and it is cul-
tivated by males.  
 
However, it is justified to ask whether these explanations embody covert judgments down-
grading women, and whether there is any possibility for alternative explanations (Cameron 
1985: 48). For instance, the claim that women are conservative should be a consequence of 
the femininity itself rather than subordination, because usually the groups associated with 
linguistic change, such as the young and the lower middle class, are also subordinate groups. 
The relation between prestige and perceived femininity, however, is evident, since such 
speech features as swearing or coarseness are more accepted for men than women (ibid.).  
 
Also, a strong regional accent, which is identified with the working class, is more accepted in 
men’s speech than in women’s speech. This links also with covert prestige, since working 
class speakers valued the non-standard language as a symbol of masculinity (Cameron 1985: 
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49). If non-standard speech really signifies masculinity, it is not surprising to find that femi-
ninity is ‘being constructed in deliberate opposition, as it is so in so many other areas’ (ibid.). 
Therefore, it would be expected that the speech acts this study is concerned with would also 
be more standard language when women are uttering those, although this study does not focus 
on how standardized language each gender uses. However, the fact that women tend to use 
more standard language might mean that they are also more likely to use traditional terms of 
endearment rather than being innovative with their choice of endearment words.  
 
The sex of the speaker does not only have an impact on the way he or she speaks or how this 
speech is interpreted. It also impacts the way this person is spoken to. Eckert & McConnell-
Ginet (2013: 9) argue that male and female children are interacted with differently already 
during infancy: infants are handled more gently when they are believed to be female and more 
playfully if people think that they are male. Consequently, girls and boys are talked to differ-
ently as well. Although this differential treatment is rarely noticed in everyday life, it is what 
eventually leads to boys and girls learning to be different (ibid.). It seems that male adults are 
more likely to use differential language patterns to children and they seem to enforce gender 
differences more than females (Eckert & McConnell-Ginet 2013: 11-12). This enforcement is 
aimed more often at boys than at girls, in other words, boys are more likely to be rewarded for 
gender-appropriate behavior (ibid). This leads to the outcome where activities and behaviors 
seen as ‘male’ are considered appropriate for both males and females, whereas those seen as 
‘female’ are appropriate only for females (ibid.). Therefore, it can be argued that female activ-
ities and behaviors emerge as marked whereas male activities and behaviors are seen as un-
marked or normal (ibid.). This seems to be the case already among small children and there-




This section has shown that there are evidently linguistic differences that are causing inequali-
ty in the way men and women are perceived. It would seem that the men’s way of speaking is 
preferred and favored more often. These patterns are often subconscious and this is why they 
are not very easy to notice. Therefore, these differences and the possible consequences of 
speaking differently should not be understated. In the next section the concept of age and its 
role as a sociolinguistic variable is introduced.  
 
2.2 Language and age 
 
Age is an important factor associated with social variation of language use (Yule 2009: 211). 
When considering age and aging, there are several different points of view from which this 
phenomenon can be examined. It has been approached from many different fields of study 
ranging from biology to psychology as well as sociology and anthropology (Murphy 2010: 1). 
The sociolinguistic point of view is interested in discovering what kind of linguistic impact 
age and aging has on language use. However, in terms of research literature, age seems to 
have received the least attention of the sociolinguistic variables (Murphy 2010: back cover). 
Research on age-related language use has focused more on the early stages of life, in other 
words childhood and adolescence, whereas adulthood seems to have been neglected in terms 
of attention (Murphy 2010: xvii). 
 
The sociolinguistic view of age seems to have benefited most from the anthropological re-
search on age, since this was one of the first areas of study which paid attention to the social 
and cultural importance of age (Murphy 2010: 1). Kertzer & Keith (1984: 8) have studied age 
from the anthropological standpoint and argue that it is impossible to separate the aging pro-
cess from the social, cultural and historical changes that surround the individual. Similarly, 
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the social environment is an important factor in sociolinguistic variation; therefore, it is next 
to impossible to separate age and aging from other variables in linguistic research as well. 
However, there are some theories and study techniques concerning age-related studies. These 
are differences between real and apparent-time studies and the concept of age-grading, which 
are introduced in sub-section 2.2.2. The next section introduces different approaches to the 
concept of age. 
 
2.2.1 Approaches to age 
 
When discussing age, the word usually refers to chronological age. In community studies 
dealing with variation, chronological age is used most commonly to group speakers and in 
western social sciences chronological age practically means the same as age (Eckert 1997: 
154-155). However, chronological age can only provide an approximation of an individual’s 
age-related place in society, because ‘social and biological development do not move in lock 
step with chronological age or with each other’ (ibid). Since the span of ages is so great the 
speakers are often grouped in fairly broad age ranges or cohorts, otherwise achieving any age 
differentiation with any statistical significance would be difficult (ibid.). The grouping is usu-
ally done either etically, that is by grouping the speaker in equal age spans, such as decades, 
or emically, which groups the speakers according to some shared experience, such as general 
life stages (Eckert 1997: 155). Examples of such general life stages are childhood or young 
adulthood. 
 
Chronological age measures the individual’s place in the life course and in society in industri-
al societies (Eckert 1997: 155-156). There are certain birthdays that are associated with trans-
formation of status. An example of this is the age of legal majority. But there are also life 
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events and changes in status that are not tied to certain age. For instance, there can be changes 
in family status, when the individual marries or has children, in institutional status, when he 
or she retires, or physiological status, when the first tooth is lost (ibid.). However, these 
events are not tied to chronological age, for they are more associated with different life stages: 
childhood, adolescence, young adulthood, middle age and old age (ibid.). There is usually a 
correlation between the chronological age and biological and social age, but there are also 
cultural differences which can be emphasized. For instance, in industrial societies chronologi-
cal age is given primacy, whereas in some other cultures chronological age is not important, 
for the actual date of birth is often unknown (ibid.). In those societies, the emphasis is given 
to certain life events and changes in status instead of chronological age.  
 
As mentioned earlier, adulthood is a life stage most neglected in sociolinguistic research. The 
language of adulthood is usually represented by the language of the middle-aged speakers, 
which gives a rather narrow view on this life stage (Murray 2010: xvii). These middle-aged 
speakers are given a lot of emphasis in sociolinguistic research: it has been acknowledged that 
sociolinguistic studies most often take a middle-aged perspective, for middle-aged speech is 
treated more static than the speech of other age groups (Eckert 1997: 157). This suggests that 
in many studies middle-aged speech is seen as the norm, since middle-aged people are seen as 
the only ones “doing” language rather than learning or losing it. However, sociolinguistic ag-
ing should be viewed from a perspective merging both developmental and mature-use per-
spectives (ibid.). From a developmental perspective, development is seen to continue through 
the course of life, where speakers assume ways of talking along the way. A mature-use per-
spective points out that sociolinguistic competence is age-specific and therefore the speech 
within an age group should be viewed as appropriate to that life stage (ibid.). These perspec-




There are also cultural differences between age and other social factors. For instance, age may 
often set different norms for each gender. Eckert (1997: 156) argues that age is an explicit 
factor in the construction of gender, for certain landmarks, such as coming of age, are com-
monly gender-specific across societies. Similarly, different statuses and changes in status, 
such as family status, are often different for males and females. Gutmann (1975: 171) has 
seen patterns of a cross-cultural link between age and gender, for he hypothesizes there to be a 
universal change to opposite directions in the behavior of both genders: while men become 
less aggressive and more sensitive through aging, women seem to become more aggressive 
and dominant in later life. These two social factors cause changes in behavior in relation to 
one another, which suggests that they may cause changes in language use as well. In other 
words, age seems to influence the behavior of both genders in different ways, and therefore 
may cause differences in language use as well. There are different ways of studying variation 
between different age cohorts, which are introduced next. 
 
2.2.2 Real and apparent time 
 
The sociolinguistic research on age has for the most part focused only on one sociolinguistic 
variation, which is language change (Murphy 2010: 5). An important factor in the study of 
linguistic variation and change is time. In terms of age, change is usually studied from two 
different time perspectives: real-time, where language variation is studied within the same 
speech community at different times (Cukor-Avila & Bailey 2013: 254), and apparent-time, 
where the variation is studied between different age groups at the same time (Cukor-Avila & 




According to Labov (1982: 200) the diachronic method, in other words, describing a series of 
cross sections in real-time, is the ideal method for the study of change. In addition, Cukor-
Avila & Bailey (2013: 254) claim that real-time evidence often seems like an ideal mecha-
nism for studying language change. However, it poses many potential problems, for research-
ers have only two options if they want to use real-time evidence. First of all, they can com-
pare new results to some pre-existing data, but the problem is that the earlier evidence might 
not exist or it was not collected or organized in a way that makes it possible to make straight-
forward comparisons (ibid.). Secondly, researchers can also re-survey a certain community or 
informants after a certain period of time has passed, but the problem lies within the ongoing 
changes in the demographic within different areas (Cukor-Avila & Bailey 2013: 255). This 
causes the two sample populations not to be exactly the same. Cukor-Avila & Bailey (2013: 
255) offer an example from Texas, where demographic changes have taken place rapidly be-
tween the years 1990 and 2010. This would cause problems for studies using real-time evi-
dence, since the results might not represent variation caused by time, but variation caused by 
different demographic changes. 
 
Examining language change from a synchronic point of view, in other words, by examining 
different generations of speakers at the same time, is a cornerstone in language variation re-
search (Murphy 2010: 5). Apparent-time evidence has been used to study ongoing changes 
(Cukor-Avila & Bailey 2013: 241). The basic assumption in the apparent-time construct is 
that the differences in the speech of generations of similar adults mirror diachronic develop-
ments in a language: each generation reflects the language as it was during the time they ac-
quired the language, more or less (Murphy 2010: 241). However, studies conducted in appar-
ent-time have their problems as well. It is not entirely clear how well differences in apparent-
time represent ongoing linguistic changes. Even though apparent-time data represents syn-
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chronic variation, it cannot be assumed to represent diachronic change (Cukor-Avila & Bailey 
2013: 241). Variation found across age levels might not represent change in the community, 
but may well represent age-grading (Labov 1994: 73). Age-grading means changes that corre-
late with a particular phase in life and are repeated in successive generations (Bailey 2002: 
324). For instance, it is generally acknowledged in linguistics that adolescents and young 
adults tend to use stigmatized variants more freely than middle-aged speakers, especially 
when observed (Labov 1994: 73). Rhys (2007: 196) also argues that there is a correlation be-
tween age and prestige language forms. This seems to be repeated generation after generation. 
Therefore, it is difficult to say if it represents change in progress or instead a characteristic 
pattern of age-grading. It should be acknowledged that evidence in real-time is needed to es-
tablish whether age-stratified patterns of variation reflect change in progress or not. 
 
In this Master’s Thesis, age differences are studied in apparent-time, making it is impossible 
to say whether the results reflect ongoing changes in the use of terms of endearment as forms 
of address or not. Therefore, the results of this study do not aim at reflecting historical 
change, but at discovering differences between age groups in the use of terms of endearment 
as forms of address. These differences might represent age-graded patterns, but there is no 
certainty of this either, since there are no comparison groups. Still, it is interesting to discover 
whether age is an influential factor in female and male speech when it comes to the frequency 
of how often terms of endearment are used. It is also a one way to study how affectionate dif-
ferent age groups are in their communication, for using intimate nicknames as terms of en-
dearment is one form of showing affection (Morelock 2005: 2-4). This area of study is pre-




2.3 Affectionate communication 
 
According to Floyd (2006: 1) affection is considered to be one of the most fundamental of 
human needs. Affection is a key element in the communicative processes of personal relation-
ships (Floyd & Morman 1998: 144). Although there are situations where affection can be un-
welcome or problematic, it is usually associated with many positive outcomes (Floyd 2002: 
135). Affection is an internal positive psychological state, often intimate in regard for another 
person, whereas affectionate communication is an overt enactment of these feelings (Floyd & 
Morman 1998: 145).  However, Floyd & Morman (1998: 145) argue that while there are stud-
ies that have been conducted on affectionate communication, it is difficult to compare these 
results and to interpret the findings of these studies, because there is little consistency be-
tween different studies as to how affectionate communication is operationally defined. This is 
why Floyd has contributed a lot to this field of study (see e.g. Floyd 2006 & Floyd et al. 
2014). 
 
From casually close relationships to deeply intimate ones, affection is an important compo-
nent in many social and personal relationships (Floyd 2006: 1). Indeed, relationships are often 
formed and transformed through the expressions of affection such as the first kiss or the first 
time the words “I love you” are uttered (ibid.). Floyd and Riforgiate (2008a: 351) argue that 
the expression of affection is one of the most important communicative behaviors influencing 
the maintenance of marriages and other significant pair bonds. It has also been discovered that 
affectionate communication can reduce physiological stress levels by lowering hormonal 
stress levels (Floyd & Riforgiate 2008a: 364). This seems to be the case especially then when 
the individual is at the receiving end of affectionate communication rather than expressing 
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these feelings him- or herself (ibid.). Consequently, this seems to have a positive impact on 
the health of those being affectionate in their communication. 
 
However, affectionate communication might not always have such positive effects.  Health 
benefits seem to concern mainly those in emotionally close relationships (Floyd & Riforgiate 
2008b). Behaving affectionately in an inappropriate matter usually elevates stress instead of 
reducing it (ibid.).  Although affection usually refers to genuine closeness an individual feels 
for another person, it is also possible to express affection without feeling it. This is usually 
done for politeness norms but may also have ulterior motives, such as acquisition of a favor 
(Floyd 2014: 311). Therefore, affectionate communication does not always enact true affec-
tionate feelings for it can be used only for the sake of politeness or sometimes even be insin-
cere.  
 
One form of affection between different communicators is to develop personal idioms, such 
as nicknames or personal forms of address for one another (Morelock 2005: 2-4). Terms of 
endearment are one type of forms of address in communication. In theory, any word can be 
used as a term of endearment, especially in a personal relationship. For instance, friends may 
refer to each other with words that are typically considered offensive, such as motherfucker, 
but use them in an affectionate way (Thelwall 2008). However, the traditional terms of en-
dearment include such words as sweetheart, honey and dear. These traditional terms of en-
dearment are often also used in less intimate situations because they do not represent such a 
strong level of intimacy (Morelock 2005: 18). Therefore, they are less likely to cause embar-




According to Floyd and Morman (1997: 279-298), women value overt expressions of affec-
tion, such as “I love you” more than men do. Therefore, it could also be expected that women 
value also the use of terms of endearment more and consequently also tend to use them more 
often. On the other hand, Morelock (2005: 18-19) suggests that terms of endearment and other 
forms of address that are in some way personal and distinctive, and whose meaning is under-
stood only by the relational partner or group are considered more intimate than traditional 
terms of endearment. But these terms are considered such that their use may cause embar-
rassment for both partners in public situations. Morelock (ibid.) gives an example that it is 
unlikely to use such terms as ““Booper” and “Schmoopy” in a public setting. This implies that 
if people want to be affectionate and use terms of endearment in public settings it would be 
more likely for them to use the traditional terms of endearment than their own personal nick-
names.  
 
Women also perceive that they engage in more affectionate behavior than men (Floyd & 
Morman 1997: 282). This implies that women would therefore also use terms of endearment 
more than men. In fact, both genders find it more appropriate for a woman to be affectionate 
in their communication than a man (Floyd & Morman 1997: 282). One explanation that often 
recurred as a reason for this was that emotional expressivity is linked strongly with feminini-
ty. Therefore, men would risk reducing their masculinity if they were affectionate, whereas 
women do not have this risk. (ibid.)  
 
Emotion and desire is usually seen as something natural, but they are in fact highly structured 
and learned traits (Eckert & McConnell-Ginet 2003: 29). Considering for instance, how men 
are expected not to cry or not to show fear has required men to learn how to control their 
emotions (ibid.). Many boys and men can attest to how difficult it can sometimes be to control 
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of those feelings. Women, on the other hand, do not face similar expectations. In fact, the ex-
pectations directed towards women are exactly the opposite: for women it is appropriate to 
show emotion even in imagined situations, such as when reading a book or watching a film 
(ibid.). Sometimes this is expected to such lengths that women force themselves to cry over 
something that has not in reality touched them as much as it ‘should’ (ibid.). These are 
learned, gendered alternatives of behaving and reacting in certain situations. Extrapolating 
from all of this, it seems likely that women would use terms of endearment as forms of ad-
dress more often, since they it is generally considered more acceptable for women to show 
their emotions. 
 
2.4 Forms of address 
 
Forms of address are words and phrases that are used to address someone. They refer to a 
collocutor or collocutors and therefore they often designate the collocutor in one way or an-
other. Grammatically, address forms are always optional, but they are always socially loaded 
and in some social conventions they can be required (McConnell-Ginet 2005: 77). According 
to Braun (1988: 7), forms of address usually fall within the following three word classes: pro-
noun, verb and noun. Nouns of address consist of substantives and adjectives and this class 
includes the most diverse types. Of course, terms of endearment fall under this category as 
well, since they typically are substantives. McConnell-Ginet (2005: 78) lists such terms as 
honey, dear, sweetie, love, darling, baby and cutie as endearments. Other typical types of 
forms of address are such terms as titles, respect terms and generic names (McConnell-Ginet 
2005: 78). Thus, for instance such words as professor, sir and Buster, are also used as forms 




However, the lexical meaning a form of address has can be different or contradict the collocu-
tor’s characteristics or the idea of what the speaker actually means. For instance, as mentioned 
earlier in Section 2.3, terms that are usually considered offensive, such as motherfucker, can 
be used as terms of endearment (Thelwall 2008). Here, the lexical meaning of the word clear-
ly contradicts the intended meaning of the speaker, if the term is indeed used as an endear-
ment. Therefore, it is also possible that words that are usually used as terms of endearment are 
used in a contradictory way. Furthermore, the literal meaning may differ from the lexical 
meaning of the word used as a form of address. For instance, the term honey as a term of en-
dearment would sound odd, if it was taken literally, since it refers to a food substance. It is 
typical for the category of terms of endearment that words with diverse meanings can occur 
almost without semantic restrictions. (Braun 1988: 254)  
 
2.5 The negative use of terms of endearment 
 
Although terms of endearment are usually considered rather positive forms of address, since 
they are often used when addressing small children or people who are close to the speaker 
(Braun: 1988: 10), they can adapt negative tones as well, when used incorrectly. Lately, there 
have been different studies (e.g. Thomas 2013, Brown & Draper 2012) that have researched 
the language used when speaking to elderly people, in such settings as nursing homes. Their 
findings show that there is a tendency to use accommodative and simplified speech when ad-
dressing the elderly and one of the features is the use of terms of endearment.  This type of 
context gives the terms of endearment, such as honey or sweetheart, a negative and diminu-
tive tone, since these are features of accommodative speech which is something that adults 
use when talking to children (Thomas 2013: 16), who are in a more or less subordinate status. 




In addition to being used in a diminutive way, terms of endearment can also be used in a sex-
ist way. Boasso et al. (2012: 536) suggest that terms of endearment are group epithets that 
convey more general attitudes or impressions and, if used in a subtly sexist way, they could 
reinforce traditional gender roles. Considering this, when these terms are addressed to a wom-
an, they can express paternalism, heterosexual intimacy and gender differentiation that under-
lie benevolent sexism. It is acknowledged that in intimate relationships terms of endearment 
usually do not convey sexist ideas, but if they are used by strangers they can be of diminutive 
nature and thus implicate a subordinate status. Whereas women are addressed with terms of 
endearment in situations where men are not, men are rarely addressed this way if women are 
not either. Calling someone sweetie, dear or hon’ usually reflects warmth or affection, but 
they can also refer to status differences and indicate benevolent sexist ideas, implying that the 
addressee somehow needs to be protected by making reference to their vulnerability (Boasso 
et al. 2012: 536-537). 
 
This section acknowledges the possibility of the negative use of terms of endearment, there-
fore acknowledging that some of the instances of terms of endearment used in the data of this 
study may not have been used in an affectionate way. However since it is quite difficult, and 
in many cases impossible, to recognize the negative uses of terms of endearment without 
knowing the relations between the interlocutors and simply by studying a corpus data all the 
uses of terms of endearment are treated the same way in this study.  
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3 Speech Act Theory 
 
The qualitative data analysis of this study relies on Speech Act Theory, which refers to the 
theory that J. L. Austin developed. However, this study focuses more specifically on the clas-
sification of illocutionary acts by J. R. Searle (1976), which is covered in section 3.2. The 
theory of speech acts begins from the idea that, instead of a sentence or other expressions, the 
smallest unit of communication is the performance of different kinds of acts, such as stating 
something, asking questions, explaining, apologizing and thanking, among other acts (Searle 
et al. 1980: VII). In other words, the minimal unit of communication is a speech act. These 
acts are performed by uttering a sentence or sentences, however, a speech act should not be 
confused with a sentence or other expressions, even though these are used when uttering a 
speech act (ibid.). Speech acts can be analyzed in three different ways, as shown in the fol-
lowing section. 
 
3.1 Speech acts and their types 
 
According to Austin (1980: 94-108) speech acts can be analyzed in three levels: as locution-
ary acts, as illocutionary acts and as perlocutionary acts. The purpose is to look at the differ-
ent speech acts from the following perspectives: ‘to say something is to do something, or in 
saying something we do something, and even by saying something we do something’. (Austin 






3.1.1 Locutionary act 
 
Austin (1980: 94) calls the act of ‘saying something’ in the sense of ‘doing something’ as a 
performance of a locutionary act. This includes uttering certain noises, certain words in a cer-
tain construction and the utterance of those with a certain ‘meaning’. In other words, a locu-
tionary act is the physical and concrete performance of uttering a speech act. This can then be 
further divided into a phonetic act, a phatic act and a rhetic act (Austin 1980: 95), which are 
the different levels of the physical performance. The phonetic act is the act of uttering certain 
noises, in other words phonemes, to create certain meanings (ibid.). The phatic act, on the 
other hand, is the uttering of certain words that belong to a certain vocabulary and conform to 
a certain grammar (ibid.). The rhetic act means using those noises and words with a certain 
definite sense or meaning. These different acts are exemplified next with the help of an exam-
ple derived from the data: 
 
(1) I'll take your coat love. (KBC 4923) 
 
Here, the phonetic act would be uttering all the different phonemes it takes to utter a certain 
meaning. By using phonetic alphabet, the example above would seem form from the follow-
ing phonemes: [a], [ɪ], [l], [t], [e], [ɪ], [k], [j], [ɔː], [k], [ə], [ʊ], [t], [l], [ʌ], [v]. Therefore this 
short speech act, which is formed by 6 words, actually takes 16 phonetic acts, before the 
whole meaning is created.  
 
The phatic act, in the example above, is the uttering of words I, ’ll, take, your, coat and love. 
These all belong to the vocabulary of the English language (‘ll being an abbreviation of the 
word will) and conform to its grammar. The word order conforms to the basic word order of 
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English, that is subject, verb and object (SVO) (Biber et al. 2009: 398). In this example, ‘I’ is 
the subject, ‘ll take’ is the verb and ‘your coat’ is the object. ‘Love’ is a form of address, and 
therefore does not belong the sentence, since address forms are always optional (McConnell-
Ginet 2005: 77). Other different grammar aspects can be seen, for instance, in the use of the 
abbreviated form ‘I’ll’ for ‘I will’ and by using the possessive noun ‘your’ in front of the 
noun coat to express ownership. Therefore, the description of the phatic act is met since all 
the uttered words belong to a certain vocabulary (English) and conform to a certain grammar 
(English). 
 
So, the phonemes in phonetic act are used to form the words and grammar in phatic act. The 
rhetic act is formed by using these phonemes and words to create meanings. In this sentence 
‘I’ll take your coat love’, the literal meaning is that the speaker is going to take the other per-
son’s coat. It cannot be said from the literal meaning whether the speaker is going to steal the 
coat or take it to somewhere. The rhetic act only tells what is said and not what is meant by 
those words. The intention of the words is explained, with the help of the illocutionary acts, 
which describe the illocution of the speaker, in other words, what the aim of the speaker is 
when he or she is uttering something.  
 
3.1.2 Illocutionary act 
 
Whenever a locutionary act is performed, it generally carries within itself some illocutionary 
force, therefore constructing an illocutionary act. These acts perform such tasks as asking or 
answering questions, giving information or an assurance or warning, giving descriptions, con-
gratulating and various other acts. Austin (1980: 99) writes that an illocutionary act is ‘[the] 
performance of an act in saying something as opposed to performance of an act of saying 
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something’. In other words, an illocutionary act describes the certain type of intention the 
utterance has, whether it be a statement or a question, or a warning. 
 
As Austin (1980: 99) himself states, this class is not clearly defined, for there are numerous 
functions and ways we use speech. For instance, there is a great difference whether it is a 
question of suggesting, advising or actually ordering someone to do something, even though 
all these acts remind each other of one another a great deal, since they all advice or strive to 
get the hearer to do something. Searle (1968: 406) exemplifies the challenging nature of the 
illocutionary force that speech acts may have with the following example: ‘I am going to do 
it’. This can have the force of a promise, a threat, a warning or a statement of intention among 
other possible illocutionary forces. The locutionary type is the same with all these different 
types of acts, but that same sentence could be a number of different illocutionary acts. Searle 
(1968: 407) calls them tokens of different illocutionary types. Since this study focuses on the 
different illocutionary acts, these are presented more closely on Section 3.2 by presenting 
Searle’s classification of different illocutionary acts. 
 
3.1.3 Perlocutionary act 
 
The third kind of act is called a perlocutionary act. This act refers to the effect the speech act 
might result in. Saying something may cause some effects upon the feelings, thoughts or ac-
tions of the listener. This could be done with the intention or purpose of producing the desired 
effect.  (Austin 1980: 101)  Therefore, a perlocutionary act is the performance of an act that 
has consequential effects. Davis (1980: 37) gives an example of a situation where someone 
says with a loud and forceful voice that ‘there’s a spider on your lap’. By saying this the per-
son has frightened the listener. There are the acts of saying something, telling something and 
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frightening. Therefore, according to Austin’s theory, this person has performed a locutionary 
act, an illocutionary act and a perlocutionary act. This demonstrates how the same speech act 
can function at all three levels. 
 
What this study is interested in is the second class that was introduced, that is, the illocution-
ary acts. Although it was mentioned that this class is not clearly defined, there have beensome 
attempts to classify different types of illocutionary acts into broader groups. The following 
section introduces Searle’s classification of different illocutionary acts. 
 
3.2 Searle’s classification of illocutionary acts 
 
The qualitative data analysis of this study relies on the classification of illocutionary acts, 
which was first created by J. L. Austin (1962) and further improved by J. R. Searle (1969). 
Searle (1976: 8) used Austin’s ideas as the basis of his theory, but found his ideas inadequate 
at some points. For instance, he thought that Austin’s classification of illocutionary acts was 
not actually a classification of illocutionary acts, but more a classification of illocutionary 
verbs. Therefore, according to Austin, two non-synonymous verbs would mark different illo-
cutionary acts. However, Searle thinks that this is not always the case and should not be as-
sumed. Searle (1976: 9) thinks that it is this confusion between illocutionary acts and verbs 
that makes Austin’s classification unsystematic, since there is a great deal of overlapping.  
 
This is also why Searle’s classification was chosen for this study, because it provides a clearer 
way of classifying different illocutionary acts. Searle focuses more on the impact and purpose 
the act has rather than categorizing verbs into different groups. Therefore, several verbs can 
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occur in multiple illocutionary acts. This classification seemed like a simple and straightfor-
ward way of studying how terms of endearment function within different illocutionary acts. 
 
Linguistic communication always includes linguistic acts and speech acts are the basic units 
of linguistic communication (Searle 1969: 16). There are a number of things we can do with 
words. Searle (1969: 23) offers some examples of verbs that express illocutionary acts. He 
mentions such verbs as state, describe, assert, warn, remark, command, order, request, apol-
ogize and criticize. Austin (1962: 149) claims that there are over a thousand such expressions 
in English. Illocutionary acts are a way of trying to categorize different kinds of speech acts 
with different kinds of functions. Therefore, illocutionary acts try to explain the different 
functions that speech acts have (Searle 1969: 23). According to Searle (1976: 1-23), illocu-
tionary acts can be divided into five different main categories: assertives, directives, commis-




Assertives are also called representatives. According to Searle (1976: 10-11), these are state-
ments that commit the speaker to something being the case, but of course, there is a dimen-
sion of assessment whether these statements are true or false. In other words, with these types 
of illocutionary acts someone ‘expresses a belief’ (ibid.). There can be varying degrees of 
belief. For instance, there is a difference between suggesting something, insisting something 
and swearing something (ibid.). Equally flatly stating something belongs to this same catego-
ry. Assertives can also have various different added features. Considering, for instance, 
‘boast’ and ‘complain’, which have something to do with the interest of the speaker, whereas 
‘conclude’ and ‘deduce’ mark certain relations between the illocutionary act and the context 
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of utterance (ibid.). Assertives can be tested by checking if they can be characterized as true 
or false. Here are a few examples of assertives derived from the data: 
(2) I didn't see that love. (KB7 6573) 
(3) Well I'm just thinking of you, love. (KB7 11611) 
(4) I don't want one dear, I'm alright. (KBG 4108) 




Directives are attempts to get the hearer to do something and they are typically requests and 
orders, in other words, someone ‘expresses a desire that H do A’ (Searle 1976: 11). Questions 
are also directives, since the illocution is to get the person, who is spoken to, to answer. The 
degree may vary from subtle suggestions to direct commands. There is a clear difference, 
whether someone is invited to do something, suggested to do something or insisted that he or 
she does something (ibid.). Suggesting someone to do something usually means that it is not a 
compulsory act, whereas insisting on something usually means that the speaker very strongly 
wants, almost forces, the hearer to act in a certain way. However, they are all similar in the 
sense that the speaker hopes the person they are speaking to does something or would act in a 
certain way. Typical verbs denoting acts in this class are ask, order, request, plead, pray, and 
also invite and advise (ibid.). Searle (ibid.) includes such verbs as dare, defy and challenge to 
this class as well. Here are a few examples derived from the data:  
(6) No no put them back in there darling, they're what we got at the pictures (KD1 1447) 
(7) What's the matter darling? (KD1 4673) 
(8) Can you turn the TV down a fraction sweetheart? (KDJ 523) 




3.2.3 Commissives  
 
Commissives are utterances whose point is to commit the speaker to some course of action in 
the future (Searle 1976: 11-12). In other words, the speaker expresses an intention to do 
something which lead to commissives often being promises. There have been suggestions that 
these acts should belong to the same group as directives since they both have the direction of 
getting someone to do something (ibid.). This would have to mean that promises are really 
requests a person makes to his- or herself, or that requests would place the hearer under some 
sort of obligation. Since neither of these analyses work well, they are left to different classes. 
However, it should be noted they do remind one of each other: while directives have a direc-
tion of getting someone else do something, commissives have the direction of getting the 
speaker him- or herself to do something. Here are some examples of commissives derived 
from the data: 
(10) Mm, yeah well I will be with you in a minute darling (KD1 2087) 
(11) I do that later [pause] don't I darling? (KBW 17340) 




The illocutionary point of expressives is to express a psychological state, such as regret 
(Searle 1976: 12-13). Searle states that expressive verbs are thank, congratulate, apologise, 
condole and welcome. When performing an expressive act the speaker does not try to get the 
word to match the world and vice versa. For instance, if someone apologizes for stepping on 
someone’s toe, it is not possible to say *‘I am sorry that I stepped on your toe’, rather the cor-
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rect way of saying this is ‘I am sorry for stepping on your toe’. It is presupposed that the 
proposition expressed in an expressive is true. Expressives must always have a relation to a 
hearer or speaker. It would not make sense to congratulate your friend on Newton’s first law 
on motion, but he or she can be congratulated on getting an A or even on his or her good 
looks. Greetings are also the type of speech act that belong to the expressive illocutionary 
acts. Here are some examples of expressives derived from the data: 
(13) Thank you very much for your time love. (KBP 3907) 
(14) I'm sorry love did I hurt you? (KBL 217) 




Finally, declarations, generally known as performatives, are cases where something is brought 
into existence by declaring it exists, in other words saying something makes it so (Searle 
1976: 13). Well known examples of declarations are christenings or weddings, but also firing 
someone or resigning can be declarations, such as ‘you are fired’. In a wedding ceremony, 
when the officiator pronounces the couple husband and wife, then they are married and thus 
become husband and wife. Since declarations are very formal and fixed speech acts, there are 
no examples of declarations in the data of this study. 
 
In this research the utterances where terms of endearment are used will be examined by cate-
gorizing them according to the classification of illocutionary acts created by Searle. The in-
tention is to discover how the utterances where terms of endearment are used by men and 
women divide into these five categories and whether there is any remarkable difference be-
32 
 
tween the genders. This theory is useful in this type of study, because it provides a clear way 






In this chapter the methodology of this study is introduced. First, there is a closer look on the 
aims and hypotheses set for this study in Section 4.1, after which the data of this study is in-
troduced in Section 4.2. The final Section, 4.3, describes how the data has been processed, in 
other words, how this study has been conducted. 
 
4.1 Aims and hypotheses 
 
The purpose of this study is to determine whether the gender and age of the speaker influ-
ences the way and quantity of the use of terms of endearment as forms of address. This study 
has four aims. The first aim is to quantitatively analyze how often men and women use terms 
of endearment as forms of address. The second aim is to similarly analyze whether there are 
any differences in the use of terms of endearment within the different age groups studied in 
this research. This comparison is done by comparing the use of five different terms of en-
dearment: babe, darling, dear, love and sweetheart. These are the terms of endearment that 
appear in the corpus most often from the list presented at webxicon.org (webxicon.org, 
online). The gender and age components are observed separately in the results. These results 
can be found in sections 5.1.1 and 5.1.2.  
 
The third aim is to discover in what type of illocutionary acts men and women use terms of 
endearment as forms of address. Similarly, the fourth aim is to look at how different age 
groups use these terms of endearment in different illocutionary acts. This is done by using 
Searle’s classification of illocutionary acts (1976) as the model for the classification. Again, 
the gender and age components are looked at separately in sections 5.1.3 and 5.1.4. This com-
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parison is done quantitatively, but different illocutionary acts are also presented in the qualita-
tive analysis of this study.  
 
There are four hypotheses in this study. The first two hypotheses are relatively general where-
as the latter two are more specific in nature. The hypotheses formed for this study are the fol-
lowing: 
1. There are differences in the way and the amount men and women use terms of en-
dearment.  
2. There are differences within different age groups in the use of terms of endearment. 
3. The assertive speech act is the most frequently appearing illocutionary act. 
4. Terms of endearment are used frequently with directives. 
The first hypothesis is based on the generally acknowledged assumption that there are differ-
ences in the way each gender uses language (e.g. Holmes & Meyerhoff 2005). Similarly, the 
second hypothesis is based on the assumption that age is a noticeable sociolinguistic variable 
(e.g. Eckert 1997). The third hypothesis is based on the fact that within Searle’s classification 
of illocutionary acts assertives is a category of speech act where the speaker is plainly stating 
something or expressing a belief (Searle 1976: 10-11), which means that most speech acts are 
assertives. Therefore, it is logical to assume that most illocutionary acts will fall under the 
category of assertives in this study as well. The fourth hypothesis relates to the observations 
that were made in my Bachelor’s Thesis, which preceded this study. It included a small quali-
tative analysis, where it was found out that endearment words are often used as softeners in 
direct orders or requests. In addition, terms of endearment are commonly used with questions, 
which are a special form of directives (Searle 1976: 11). Therefore, it is justifiable to assume 






In this Master’s Thesis the use of terms of endearment is studied by focusing on spoken Brit-
ish English. This is a corpus-based study and the corpus material is derived from the 
BNCweb, which is the internet-based version of the British National Corpus (later referred to 
as the BNC). BNCweb consists of the same 100 million word collection of modern British 
English as the original BNC, but can be accessed through any web-browser and does not re-
quire any installation procedure or client program (BNCweb manual). The corpus consists of 
samples of both written (90%) and spoken (10%) language. It is a general corpus, because it 
consists of many styles and varieties.  
 
The spoken material of the corpus consists of two parts: a context-governed component and a 
demographically sampled component (Hoffmann et al. 2008: 32-33). The former component 
consists of transcriptions that were collected in particular settings such as business meetings, 
lectures or sports commentaries (ibid.). The demographic component includes transcriptions 
of spontaneous conversations that have been recorded by recruited respondents from different 
age groups, social backgrounds and who lived in different parts of the country. The aim was 
to have a mix that reflected the distribution of these different categories in the country as a 
whole (ibid.). The context-governed component is predominated by male speech, whereas the 
larger part of female speech is demographically sampled (ibid.). This imbalance in the spoken 
material of the BNC can have considerable consequences when comparing male and female 




In this study only the demographically sampled component is included so that the results 
would be comparable. This component is even further narrowed to include only those texts 
where the gender of the speaker is known since some parts of the spoken demographic are not 
tagged with the gender of the speaker. This means that the total data of this study consists of 
3,718,438 words from which women have uttered 2,264,094 words and men 1,454,344 words. 
Since there is an imbalance in the number of words uttered it is taken into account in the anal-
ysis. The reason for choosing the demographic part is that this data represents informal, eve-
ryday language and therefore offers a suitable database for studying how the terms of en-
dearment are used in ordinary everyday communication. The interaction type has been limited 
to dialogue leaving out the possible uses in the interaction type monologue. This has been 
done because of the fact that the aim is to discover how terms of endearment are used when 
someone is addressed using them and therefore some form of dialogue with two or more indi-
viduals is needed. 
 
The BNCweb data has been tagged with several different variables in addition to gender, one 
of which is age. Since this study is interested in both the gender and the age of the speaker the 
age variable has also been taken into account. The age component is looked at from the gen-
der perspective. The speakers have been categorized into different age groups, which have 
therefore been used in this study. There are six different age groups as well as the unknown 
group, where the age of the speaker is not known. The size of each of these sub-corpora varies 
a great deal between genders, due to the fact that male and female sub-corpora are of different 
sizes. The age groups used in this study are listed below with the size of the sub-corpus 
marked in parentheses. 
1. ages from 0 to 14 (female: 154,437 words; male: 201,236 words) 
2. ages from 15 to 24 (female: 321,471 words; male: 179,148 words) 
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3. ages from 25 to 34 (female: 451,700 words; male: 239,020 words) 
4. ages from 35 to 44 (female: 433,728 words; male: 272,154 words) 
5. ages from 45 to 59 (female: 459,769 words; male: 273,372 words) 
6. ages over 60 (female: 412,040 words; male: 259,352 words) 
7. unknown (female: 30,949 words; male: 30,062 words) 
 
There are a limited number of occurrences when the age of the speaker is not known. Howev-
er, if the gender of the speaker was still known, these occurrences were included in the analy-
sis concerning the gender of the speaker. However, in the results dealing with the age of the 
speaker these instances were not analyzed. 
 
There are five terms of endearment that have been chosen for this study. These five terms of 
endearment were determined by checking the instances of the words categorized as terms of 
endearment in the English language in internet-based dictionaries Wiktionary and 
Webxicon.org. The occurrence of all the terms listed on these two internet sites was checked 
and after this procedure, five terms were chosen for this study. The terms that were chosen are 
the five terms that appear in the corpus most often as forms of address. These five terms are 
(in the order of frequency): love, darling, dear, sweetheart and babe.  
 
4.3 Processing the data 
 
Once the data was derived from the BNC it was processed manually to exclude irrelevant oc-
currences. The selected terms were often used in speech acts where they were not used as 
forms of address and sometimes not as terms of endearment at all. These types of occurrences 
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were omitted from the data. The following examples represent these types of instances. The 
parentheses show the file and the number of the line from where the example has been de-
rived.  
(16) That’s my darling! (KBL: 4871) 
(17) Oh dear what a pity. (KB7: 1995) 
(18) Well, give her my love. (KBC: 753) 
(19) Who was the author of The Darling Buds of May? (KBP: 2334) 
These types of irrelevant occurrences were fairly easily omitted. However, it is acknowledged 
that in some cases dear could be viewed as a term of endearment in the expression ‘oh dear’. 
In this study, the unclear instances were interpreted as the idiom ‘oh dear’.  
 
There are also other restrictions that limited the final data. These are demonstrated in the fol-
lowing examples. 
(20) Ooh my sweetheart [unclear] (KD4: 570) 
(21) <voice quality: singing>It's such a feeling that my love I can't hide, I can't hide, I 
can't hide <end of voice quality> (KCE: 3534) 
(22) and I met this gorgeous boy called Steven [gap:name] and I said oh darling 
where'd you come from, where (KBN: 1617) 
Example (20) represents the type of turn in conversation, where the recording has been too 
unclear to transcribe and therefore it is impossible to determine which type of illocutionary 
act this is. All the instances where the corpus says [unclear] in the proximity of the term of 
endearment so that it is impossible to analyze the speech act reliably have been omitted. In 
example (21) the speaker is singing and not necessarily using his or her own words. The in-
stances where the voice quality has been tagged with singing are therefore left out. Sentence 
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(22) is an example of reported speech and these types of utterances are omitted from this 
study, since the purpose is to study instances where the speaker him- or herself uses terms of 
endearment as a form of address.  
 
There were a couple of instances where the data had clearly been tagged falsely. For instance, 
there were some files where an adult was clearly talking to a child, but the utterances were 
tagged to the child. The following examples were tagged to a two-year-old girl, but the con-
text shows that it is very unlikely that she has uttered these: 
(23) You shouldn't drop your books on the floor darling, cos that's a special book. 
(KBH: 1585) 
(24) Hey wait a minute love, just a minute. (KBH: 1756) 
These instances were omitted from the data of this study, for the simple reason that there is no 
certainty who the speaker actually is. Since these instances were very rare this omission did 
not have a great influence on the results.  
 
It should also be mentioned that in this study love and my love, as well as darling and my dar-
ling and so forth, are both in the same category as long as they are used as forms of address.  
Since the use of my in front of the term of endearment was rather rare, it would not have made 
sense to put these in separate categories. Therefore, the following two examples are treated 
the same way. 
(25) There's a chair my love. (KBE: 364) 
(26) It's over here love. (KB1: 2592) 
As examples (25) and (26) represent, the use of the possessive pronoun my does not alter the 




An interesting notion during this study was that sometimes speech acts can look similar, but 
have different meanings. In other words, the locutionary act is the same, but the illocutionary 
act differs. This is demonstrated in the following three examples. 
(27) Yes dear? (KBW: 1753) 
(28) Yes darling. (KB7: 920) 
(29) Yes love (KP1: 3400) 
Examples (27), (28) and (29) represent an interesting case, because even though it is a short 
speech act, it can convey various different meanings. These types of utterances were common 
in the data that was examined in this study. In example (27) the meaning behind the utterance 
is somewhat like ‘go on, I am listening’ and therefore attempts to get the other person to con-
tinue to speak. Therefore, it is used as a directive. However, in example (28) the similar 
phrase is used as an assertive, since it is an answer to a question ‘Don’t you agree?’ (KB7: 
919). The same type of phrase can sometimes even be used as a commissive, if the meaning 
behind the phrase is something similar to ‘Yes I will’. This is the case in example (29), where 
the utterance is a reply to an imperative ‘make them mixed’ (KP1: 3399). This demonstrates 
how versatile a range of meanings a simple speech act can have depending on the context. In 
this study, the objective was to interpret the context of the speech act as accurately as possible 
so that the interpretation of the illocutionary act would be correct. 
 
Once this manual processing was completed, the final data was first divided according to the 
five different terms of endearment and then into the different illocutionary acts. The data was 
studied quantitatively. First, the study presents how many times each gender used different 
terms of endearment. The results are presented by using normalized frequencies, in other 
words by showing the frequencies per million words. This is done to make the results compa-
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rable, since there is a notable difference in the size of the spoken data between men and wom-
en. After this it was quantitatively determined how many times individuals from different age 
groups have used terms of endearment. Here, the comparison in frequency was completed by 
showing the number of occurrences per 100,000 words, since these sub-corpora were not 
large enough to show occurrences per million words. Both genders were looked at separately 
also when comparing age groups. It was also quantitatively determined in which types of illo-
cutionary acts the terms of endearment are used by each gender and age group. The five dif-
ferent categories of illocutionary acts are assertives, directives, expressives, commissives and 
declarations (for more detailed description of illocutionary acts, read Chapter 3). In the next 










The results are presented in this chapter. The quantitative results are presented in the Section 
5.1 in forms of tables and charts. Subsections 5.1.1 and 5.1.2 present the frequency of terms 
of endearment distributed by gender and age, respectively. Subsections 5.1.3 and 5.1.4, on the 
other hand, present the results concerning the frequency of different illocutionary acts where 
terms of endearment are used as forms of address. Again, the distribution is done by gender 
and age, respectively. After the quantitative results, the data is analyzed qualitatively in Sec-
tion 5.2.  
 
5.1 Quantitative results 
 
5.1.1 Frequency of different terms of endearment distributed by gender 
 
This section presents the results of the frequency in the use of different terms of endearment 
used by each gender. First, Table 5.1 shows the total number of terms of endearment used by 
each gender. 
 
Table 5.1. The number and frequency of terms of endearment uttered by women and men. 
 The number of terms of endearment 
used as forms of address 
The frequency of terms of endearment 
as forms of address per million words  
Women 1016 448,74 
Men 422 290,17 





The results show that the difference between the two genders in the use of terms of endear-




. Therefore, it can be 
said that there is a significant difference in the amount of how much women and men use 
terms of endearment. When the results are presented in actual numbers of occurrences, ac-
cording to this data, approximately 69.9 percent of all the occurrences of terms of endearment 
appear in female speech. This is a clear indication that women do use terms of endearment 
more often than men do. However, as explained in section 4.2, there is a clear difference in 
number of words uttered by men and women in the demographically sampled section of the 
BNC database. When looking at the frequency of how often terms of endearment appear in 
female and male speech per million words, women utter them approximately 1.5 times more 
often than men. This means that the difference in the frequency of the use of terms of en-
dearment is not as notable as the actual numbers of occurrences would suggest. It would seem 
that women tend to speak more altogether and that is why the difference in the use of terms of 
endearment looks greater than it actually is. Still, as mentioned in the earlier, the difference is 
significant. Therefore, it can be said that women use terms of endearment significantly more 
often than men. 
 
The frequency of using terms of endearment was not the only difference between men and 
women, but there was also variation in which terms were used more often by each gender. 
Figure 1 presents how frequently each gender used each of the five different terms of endear-
ment. That is, it shows how many times men and women used these terms of endearment per 
million words. This has been done to make it visually easier to compare how frequently the 
different terms of endearment were used by each gender.  The raw data material showing the 
actual numbers of occurrences are presented in Appendix 1.  
                                                          
1
 Unless otherwise stated, all statistical analysis refers to Chi Squared analysis, where p≤0.005 is significant, 





Figure 5.1. The use of the five most common terms of endearment distributed by gender. 
 
Statistical analysis shows that there are very highly significant differences in the way men and 
women use terms of endearment (x
2
=54.846, df=4, p<.001). The distribution of different 
terms of endearment within each gender is also statistically very highly significant, which can 
be assumed from the variation in the number of how often different terms are used. Statistical 
analysis supports these assumptions (women: x
2
=488.843, df=4, p<.001; men: x
2
=211.033, 
df=4, p<.001). An interesting finding that Figure 1 represents well is how much more com-
mon the three most used terms of endearment are in comparison to the next two terms. While 
dear, which was the third most frequently occurring term of endearment in the data, was used 
376 times, the fourth most commonly used term, sweetheart, appeared in the data only 68 
times (See Appendix 1). There is a significant difference in the overall use of these two terms 
(x
2
=213.658, df=1, p<.001). Therefore, the three most used terms seem to be used significant-


























The standardized numbers in the figure above show that the difference with the term dear 
seems to be relatively small. Similarly, the frequency of the term love does not seem to be 
much different, whereas with darling and sweetheart the use of the term is notably greater in 
female speech than in male speech. Statistical analysis supports these views. The difference in 
the frequency of the term darling, which was the most frequently used term of endearment 
among women, is one of the most notable differences in this study. There is a very highly 
significant difference in how often the term darling is uttered by each gender (x
2
=69.289, 
df=1, p<.001). Concerning the term love, which was the most frequently used term by men 
and the second most frequently used term used by women, the difference is not as notable. 
However, there is still a difference in the use of this term and this difference is also statistical-
ly very highly significant (x
2
=7.144, df=1, p=.008). The third most frequently used term in the 
data was dear, which was used relatively often by both genders. This leads to the fact that 
there is no statistically significant difference in the use of this term (x
2
=2.054, df=1, p=.152). 
Therefore, it can be said that there is no gender difference in how often the term dear is used. 
Sweetheart did not appear as frequently in the data, but was used over four times more often 
by women than by men. This difference is considered statistically very highly significant 
(x
2
=18.05, df=1, p<.001) so there is a clear difference in the use of the term sweetheart. Final-
ly, babe is an interesting term, since it is the only term of endearment that was used more of-
ten in male speech than in female speech in the data, although the number of occurrences was 
rather limited. Still, statistical analysis shows that there is a difference in the use of the term 








Although the three most commonly used terms of endearment are the same for both genders – 
that is, darling, dear and love – the order of these three most often used terms is different for 
each gender. The following table shows the percentage share of each of the five most fre-
quently used terms of endearment in the data. In other words, it shows how often each term 
was used by each gender in the data. 
 
Table 5.2. The use of the five most common terms of endearment distributed by gender pre-
sented in percentages. 
 Women Men 
babe 1.77 % 5.92 % 
darling 36.12 % 21.80 % 
dear 23.92 % 31.52 % 
love 32.38 % 38.63 % 
sweetheart 5.81 % 2.13 % 
TOTAL 100.00 % 100.00 % 
 
 
As Table 5.2 demonstrates, the most frequently used term uttered by women was darling, 
comprising of 36.12 % of all the occurrences uttered by women. It was followed by love with 
32.38 % and dear as third with 23.92 %. Whereas for men love appeared to be the most often 
used term of endearment comprising of 38.63 % of occurrences uttered by men. Love was 
followed by dear with 31.52 % and darling with 21.80 %. An interesting notion is that the 
percentages for the three most common terms are quite similar for both genders, but the order 
of these terms is different. In other words, both genders seem to use the three most commonly 
appearing terms of endearment equally frequently in relation to other traditional terms of en-
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dearment. The two least used terms of endearment in this data were sweetheart and babe. The 
least frequently appeared terms were the same for both genders, but the order was different: 
among women sweetheart accounted for 5.81 % of this data, while babe was used for only 
1.77 % of all the occurrences. Among men, babe was used 5.92 % from all the occurrences, 
while sweetheart was used the least with 2.13 %. 
 
By summarizing the results in section 5.1.1, it can be stated that between the two genders 
there are quantitative gender differences in the use of terms of endearment as forms of ad-
dress. These differences occur on an overall level concerning the whole data of this study, but 
also at a lexical level in the use of different terms of endearment. Overall, the quantitative 
difference is that women tend to use terms of endearment 1.5 times more often than men and 
this difference is statistically very highly significant (x
2
=57.196, df=1, p<.001). The gender 
differences in the lexical level are visible in the frequency of how often different terms are 
used by each gender. It seems that both genders seem to favor slightly different terms. For 
women, the order of preference is darling, love, dear, sweetheart and babe whereas for men it 
is love, dear, darling, babe and sweetheart. 
 
An interesting notion, however, is that the three most used terms of endearment are the same 
for both genders. Considering that the terms chosen for this study are the five most frequently 
appearing terms of endearment from the list of endearments found in webxicon.org, it can be 
concluded that darling, dear and love are used significantly more often than other traditional 
terms of endearment. Statistical analysis concludes that there is a gender difference in the use 
of the terms darling, love, sweetheart and babe, but there is no gender difference in the use of 




This section has presented the gender differences in the use of the terms of endearment. The 
following section presents the results concerning the age differences in the use these terms. 
However, the gender aspect is still present in this age analysis and different age groups are 
compared also in terms of gender.  
 
5.1.2 Frequency of different terms of endearment distributed by age. 
 
This section presents the results regarding the distribution of the use of terms of endearment 
between different age groups. Figure 5.2 shows how often each age group used terms of en-
dearment as forms of address. The different age groups are compared in terms of gender, 
therefore the figure presents female and male age groups separately. The gender sub-corpora 
for each age group are of different sizes. Since the sub-corpora are all smaller than one mil-
lion words, but larger than 100,000 words, the following figure presents the results showing 
how often the terms of endearment were used per 100,000 words. Normalized frequencies are 
used to make it easier to compare the frequency in the use of different terms of endearment. 
The figure presenting the raw data material by showing the actual numbers of occurrences can 
be found in appendix 2. For the sake of clarity, this section includes only the collected results 
of all the aforementioned terms.  The figures that present the results for each term individually 





Figure 5.2. The use of terms of endearment distributed by age and gender. 
 
There is significant difference in the distribution of the use of terms of endearment between 
different age groups (x
2
=60.082, df=5, p<.001). This difference is also significant for each 
gender individually (men: x
2
=268.667, df=5, p<.001; women: x
2
=304.946, df=5, p<.001). As 
the figure illustrates, the use of terms of endearment seems to increase notably after the age of 
25 for both genders. Male speakers from the age 0 to 14 seem to be the least likely to use 
terms of endearment, whereas women from 25 to 34 seem to be the most likely to use them. 
For women, this age group is the peak in the use of terms of endearment as forms of address, 
but these terms are still used fairly regularly throughout adulthood. From the female data on-
ly, women who are under 25 years of age seem to use notably less terms of endearment as 
forms of address than other age groups. For men the situation seems quite different as there 
seems to be two peaks: at the age groups 25-34 and 45-59. The instances where the age of the 
speaker is unknown have been omitted from the figure, since the information is unnecessary 


























Within the two youngest age group terms of endearment are used more in female speech and 
these differences are statistically highly significant (0-14: x
2
=22.328, df=1, p<.001; 15-24: 
x
2
=9.232, df=1, p=.002). As the figure shows, within the next age group, 25-34, the difference 
is notably smaller and statistical analysis shows that according to the data of this study there is 
no gender difference in the use of terms of endearment during the ages of 25 to 34 (x
2
=1.392, 
df=1, p=.238).  Within the next age group, that is ages from 34 to 44, there is again a gender 
difference in the use of terms of endearment and this difference is statistically highly signifi-
cant (x
2
=43.740, df=1, p<.001).  
 
As Figure 5.2 shows, women use terms of endearment more frequently in all other age groups 
except during the ages of 44 to 59. In this age group men use terms of endearment significant-
ly more often than women (x
2
=4.317, df=1, p=.038). This is an interesting deviation in the 
results, since within the oldest age group, comprising of speakers over 60 years of age, it is 
again the women who use terms of endearment as forms of address significantly more often 
than men. This difference is statistically very highly significant (x
2
=26.390, df=1, p<.001).  
 
The following table illustrates the frequency in the use of terms of endearment within each 
age group in percentages. In other words, it shows what the share of each age group is. Again, 








Table 5.3. The use of terms of endearment distributed by age presented in percentages. 
 Women Men 
0-14 2.66 % 0.95 % 
15-24 6.10 % 3.32 % 
25-34 28.54 % 31.99 % 
35-44 20.18 % 10.66 % 
45-59 19.59 % 35.31 % 
60+ 21.56 % 16.11 % 
Unknown 1.38 % 1.66 % 
TOTAL 100.00 % 100.00 % 
 
The percentages of each age group further support the view that male speech seems to vary 
more in the use of terms of endearment as forms of address in terms of age. For women the 
two youngest age groups, that is 0-14 and 15-24, seem to use relatively few terms of endear-
ment. Then, there is a peak at the ages of 25 to 34, but after this, the percentage share seems 
to stay relatively stable throughout adulthood, at around 20 percent. The male speakers have 
more variation in these numbers. Similarly to the female speakers, the two youngest age 
groups seem to use very little terms of endearment, after which, there is the first peak at the 
ages of 25 to 34. However, there seems to be a steep decrease in the use of these terms at the 
ages of 35 to 44, after which there is the highest peak in the use of terms of endearment as 
forms of address at the ages of 45 to 59. Then there seems to be another decrease at ages over 
60. This shows that the use of terms of endearment within different age groups is different 
between the two genders. Next, the statistical analysis between the two genders in different 




The gender differences in the use of terms of endearment were examined also within each age 
group. Figures presenting the numbers of how often each of the five terms of endearment are 
used within different age groups can be found from appendix 3. The following table shows 
the frequency of different terms of endearment used per 100,000 words within different age 
groups. The most frequently used term within each gender and age category is emboldened to 
highlight the most central results. 
 
Table 5.4. The frequency of the five terms of endearment distributed by age and presented per 
100,000 words. 
 0-14 15-24 25-34 35-44 45-59 60+ 
 F M F M F M F M F M F M 
babe 0.00 0.45 1.87 0.00 2.21 8.79 0.46 0.36 0.00 0.73 0.00 0.00 
darling 7.77 0.91 8.40 0.00 25.46 20.08 23.06 3.96 11.53 5.12 13.83 7.08 
dear 4.53 0.50 3.42 4.47 15.50 17.15 5.07 5.28 11.96 19.39 17.72 7.52 
love 5.18 0.00 4.67 3.35 17.71 9.20 12.68 10.12 18.92 28.17 18.93 14.16 
sweetheart 0.00 0.00 0.93 0.00 3.32 1.26 5.99 0.00 0.87 1.10 2.67 1.33 
 
As the table presents, there are differences in how frequently different terms are used by each 
gender in different age groups as well as which terms are the most commonly used. Darling 
seems to be the most preferred term within the three youngest age groups, except within male 
speakers between the ages of 15 to 24, who prefer the term dear.  During the ages of 35 to 44, 
the most commonly used term among women is still darling, but for men it is love, which is 
the most used term of endearment for both genders within the oldest two age groups. There-
fore, the age group consisting of ages from 35 to 44 seems to be some type of transition stage, 
where women still use the term common within the younger age groups, whereas men have 
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already made the transition to the term most commonly used among older age groups. How-
ever, it is noted that in some cases the differences between the most used and the second most 
used terms are relatively small, for instance among women who are over 60 years old. Still, 
age seems to have an influence on which terms are most commonly used. Next, different age 
groups are analyzed individually to see whether there are any statistically significant differ-
ences in the use of each of these terms.  
 
Ages 0 to 14 
Among the youngest age group there are differences in the use of three out of five terms of 
endearment. The difference is the most significant with the term darling (x
2
=8.545, df=1, 
p=.003), which was used 12 times in female speech and 2 times in male speech. But there are 
differences with the terms love (x
2
=8.247, df=1, p=.004) and dear (x
2
=4.660, df=1, p=.031) as 
well. Love was used 8 times in female speech, while in male speech there were no occurrenc-
es. Dear appeared 7 times in female speech, whereas only once in male speech. Within this 
age group babe was used only once and that was in male speech. Sweetheart was not used at 
all. 
 
Ages 15 to 24 
Within the ages of 15 to 24, there are statistical differences only in the use of one term of en-
dearment, which is darling (x
2
=13.530, df=1, p<.001). It was used 27 times in female speech, 
while men did not utter this term at all. There are no statistical differences in the use of the 
four other terms: babe (x
2
=1.968, df=1, p=.161), dear (x
2
=0.112, df=1, p=.737), love 
(x
2
=0.213, df=1, p=.644) and sweetheart (0.477, df=1, p=.490). Therefore, even though the 
overall use of terms of endearment within this age group is statistically highly significant, as 
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presented earlier in this section, the use of each term individually is more often not significant 
than significant. 
 
Ages 25 to 34 
As presented earlier, during the ages of 25 to 34 there is no difference in the overall use of 
terms of endearment. However, there are differences in the use of two terms of endearment 
studied in this research. The first of these terms is babe (x
2
=13.614, df=1, p<.001), which was 
used 10 times by women and 21 times by men. As the previously presented Table 5.4 and the 
figure in appendix 2 show, babe was used relatively much within this age group and especial-
ly in male speech. The other term where there were differences is love (x
2
=7.095, df=1, 
p=.008), which was used 80 times by women and 22 times by men. There are no differences 
in the use of the three other terms of endearment: darling (x
2
=1.694, df=1, p=.193), dear 
(x
2
=0.174, df=1, p=.677) and sweetheart (x
2
=1.828, df=1, p=.176). 
 
Ages 35 to 44 
During the ages of 35 to 44 there are differences only in the use of two out of five terms of 
endearment, even though, there are differences in the overall use of these five terms of en-
dearment. The first of these two terms are darling (x
2
=40.974, df=1, p<.001), which was used 
100 times in female speech and 9 times in male speech. This difference was the most signifi-
cant of all the comparisons of individual terms within all the different age groups. The second 
difference was in the use of the term sweetheart (x
2
=14.728, df=1, p<.001), which was uttered 
26 times by women and not at all by men. In the use of the three other terms there are no sta-
tistical differences: babe (x
2
=0.166, df=1, p=.684), dear (x
2
=0.046, df=1, p=.830) and love 
(x
2




Ages 45 to 59 
Within the ages of 45 to 59 there are differences in use of three out of five terms of endear-
ment. The first one is darling (x
2
=7.015, df=1, p=.008), which was uttered 53 times in female 
speech, whereas men uttered the term 14 times. The second term is love (x
2
=6.144, df=1, 
p=.013), which was used 87 times by women and 77 times by men, while the third one is dear 
(x
2
=5.923, df=1, p=.015), which was used 55 times in female speech and 53 times in male 
speech. When considering the normalized frequencies, love and dear were actually used more 
frequently in male speech than in female speech, due to the fact that the male sub-corpus is 
notably smaller than the female sub-corpus. Finally, there is no significant difference in the 
use of two terms within this age group: babe (x
2
=1.216, df=1, p=.270) and sweetheart 
(x
2
=0.007, df=1, p=.931). 
 
Ages over 60 
Within the speakers who are over 60 years of age, there are differences in the use of two out 
of the five terms of endearment studied in this research. The difference is significant in the 
use of the terms dear (x
2
=13.974, df=1, p<.001), which was used 73 times in female speech 
and 17 times in male speech, and darling (x
2
=7.910, df=1, p=.005), which was used 57 times 
by women and 16 times by men. For the other three terms of endearment the difference is not 
statistically significant, even though love did come close (x
2
=3.829, df=1, p>.050). The other 
two terms where there is no difference are babe (not used by either gender) and sweetheart 
(x
2
=1.097, df=1, p=.295). 
 
The results in section 5.1.2 can be summarized by saying that overall there are age differences 
between the two genders in how terms of endearment are used. However, these differences do 
not deal with each age group since there is no gender difference in the use of terms of en-
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dearment among speakers who are between the ages 25 and 34. Another interesting notion is 
that terms of endearment are used more in female speech than in male speech within all the 
different age groups except during the ages from 45 to 59. During these ages men use terms of 
endearment significantly more frequently than women. While women tend to use terms of 
endearment relatively evenly throughout adulthood from the age 25 onwards, for men there 
seems to be a lot more variation in the use of terms of endearment as forms of address.  How-
ever, there seems to be some type of similar pattern for both genders in which terms are used 
the most. Among the younger age groups the most favored term of endearment seems to be 
darling whereas within the older age groups both genders use love the most. These are the 
same terms that are the most frequently used by each gender: women use darling the most, 
whereas men prefer the term love.  
 
Overall, when the total use of the five different terms of endearment are looked at within all 
of the six different age groups, it can be said that there are differences in the use of different 
terms of endearment. However, it can also be said that in many cases there are no differences 
when the terms are looked at individually. The differences in the use of the term darling were 
most significant: in five out of six age groups the difference in the use of the term darling was 
statistically significant. By contrast, the difference was least significant with the two terms 
used least in the data: sweetheart and babe. With both of these terms there was a statistically 
significant difference within one age group only. With dear and love the difference was statis-
tically significant in half of the occasions, that is, in three out of six age groups. 
 
In the following sections the different utterances where terms of endearment are used are cat-
egorized into different illocutionary acts. First, a comparison is made between the two gen-




5.1.3 Frequency of different illocutionary acts distributed by gender 
 
This section presents the results on how often different illocutionary acts occurred in the data. 
Figure 5.3 shows the frequency of different illocutionary acts uttered by each gender, while 
Table 5.5 presents the percentages of each illocutionary act. These figures and tables show the 
general distribution of illocutionary acts and include all the different terms studied in this re-
search. The separate distributions for each term can be found in Appendix 4. 
 
 
Figure 5.3. Frequency of different illocutionary acts distributed by gender. 
 
As the figure shows, none of the occurrences of terms of endearment as forms of address were 
used with declarations. This could be expected since these types of speech acts are rare in 
informal everyday speech. When typical examples of declarations are such acts as firing, 
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appear in this data. Therefore, declarations were left out of the analysis. All the other four 
types of illocutionary acts did appear however. Statistical analysis shows that there is differ-
ence in how men and women use different illocutionary acts. This difference is statistically 
very highly significant. (x
2
=21.408, p<.001). However, there seems to be differences also in 
the amount and the order of how different illocutionary acts are used. The following table 
presents the frequency of different illocutionary acts in percentages. 
 
Table 5.5. Frequency of different illocutionary acts where terms of endearment are used pre-
sented in percentages.  
 Women Men 
Assertives 36.22 % 40.28 % 
Directives 46.16 % 36.26 % 
Commissives 1.08 % 3.79 % 
Expressives 16.54 % 19.67 % 
Declarations 0.00 % 0.00 % 
Total 100.00 % 100.00 % 
 
Altogether directives were the most commonly used illocutionary act, if both female and male 
speech are taken into account, even though assertives were slightly more common than direc-
tives in male speech. However, the most striking detail in these results is how dominant direc-
tives were in female speech, since they were used in nearly half of all the instances and almost 
10 percent more often than assertives. This is where the male and female use of different illo-
cutionary acts is the most different in relation to one another. It can be said that there is a dif-
ference in the way men and women use directive speech acts and this difference is considered 
statistically very highly significant (x
2
=11.519, p<.001). Assertives were the most commonly 
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appearing illocutionary act in male speech, but there is no statistical difference in the way 




Commissives were not used relatively often, in female speech only 1.08 % of all the instances 
were commissives, whereas for men the percentage was 3.79 %. This means that men use 
terms of endearment more frequently in commissive illocutionary acts. The difference was 
notable enough for it to be statistically significant (x
2
=10.450, p=.001). Expressives were used 
more than commissives but notably less than assertives and directives. Women used terms of 
endearment in expressive illocutionary acts 16.54 % of the time, whereas men used these 
terms with expressives slightly more frequently, since men used them 19.67 % of the time. 
Therefore, it seems that men use terms of endearment more frequently in expressive illocu-
tionary acts, but this difference is not substantial enough to be considered statistically signifi-
cant (x
2
=1.819, p=.177).  
 
The most significant difference in the use of different illocutionary acts is in the use of direc-
tives. Altogether, women use directives, assertives and expressives more frequently than men, 
but the difference was considered significant only with the most frequently appearing illocu-
tionary act, which are directives (x
2
=11.519, df=1, p<.001). With assertives and expressives 
the difference is not statistically significant (assertives: x
2
=1.933, df=1, p=.164; expressives: 
x
2
=1.819, df=1, p=.177). Commissives are the only illocutionary act, which appeared more 
frequently in male speech than in female speech. There is a statistically significant difference 
in the use of commissives (x
2
=10.450, df=1, p=.001). However, the number of commissive 
speech acts is rather limited in the data and therefore it can be said that the difference is not as 
significant as it is with directives. The following section broadens the analysis regarding the 
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difference in the use illocutionary acts distributed by age. Again, different age groups are also 
compared in terms of gender, as in section 5.1.2.  
 
5.1.4 Frequency of different illocutionary acts distributed by age 
 
This section presents the results regarding the differences in the use of illocutionary acts be-
tween different age groups. The illocutionary acts included to this study are those where terms 
of endearment are used as forms of address. First, the following figure shows the frequency of 
different illocutionary acts in different age groups regardless of the gender. This is done to 
show whether the age influences the use of terms of endearment as forms of address when the 
gender is not taken into account. 
 
 
Figure 5.4. The distribution of illocutionary acts used in different age groups. 
 
Statistical analysis proves that there are differences in the way how different age groups use 
terms of endearment as forms of address (x
2
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age is an influential factor in the use of different illocutionary acts, when they are used with 
terms of endearment. The use of terms of endearment with directive speech acts seems to be 
dominant within the age groups of 25- to 34-year-olds and 35- to 44-year-olds. Another inter-
esting notion is how the use of expressives increases towards the older age groups, excluding 
the age group 35-44, where there seems to be a notable drop in the use of expressives.  
 
The following two figures show the distribution of illocutionary acts within the different age 
groups in terms of gender. Figure 5.5 shows the distribution among men and figure 5.6 pre-
sents the results regarding women. The data has been distributed into two separate figures for 
the sake of clarity. These figures represent the whole data, in other words, all the five terms of 
endearment studied in this research. The distributions of each term individually are presented 
in appendix 4. Appendix 5 presents the same data that is presented here, but shows each age 
group individually to make it easier to compare different age groups. The following figure 
shows the distribution of illocutionary acts uttered by men in different age groups. 
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Statistical analysis shows that there are differences in the way men in different age groups use 
illocutionary acts (x
2
=29.940, p=.012). The next figure presents the distribution of illocution-
ary acts uttered by women in different age groups. 
 
Figure 5.6. Distribution of illocutionary acts uttered by women in different age groups. 
 
According to the data, there are differences in the way women in different age groups use 
illocutionary acts (x
2
=88.078,  p<.001). The p-values show that this difference is even greater 
in female speech than in male speech. Therefore, it can be said that age has an influence on 
the patterns in which types of illocutionary acts terms of endearment are used. This can be 
seen when gender is not taken into account but also among each gender separately. The fol-
lowing table shows how often different illocutionary acts are used by each gender within each 
age group. The frequency is presented per 100,000 words, as in section 5.1.2, due to the fact 
that the sub-corpora of different age groups and genders within different age groups are of 
different sizes (See Section 4.2). The most frequently appearing illocutionary act within each 
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Table 5.6. The frequency of different illocutionary acts within different age groups presented 
per 100,000 words. 
 0-14 15-24 25-34 35-44 45-59 60+ 
 F  M  F  M  F  M  F  M  F  M  F  M  
Assertives 4,53 0,99 6,22 1,12 23,69 25,10 15,91 4,04 19,36 23,78 18,28 10,02 
Directives 9,71 0,99 7,15 2,23 32,99 21,76 28,13 8,82 16,75 16,46 17,80 9,25 
Expressives 2,59 0,00 5,91 4,47 6,42 6,69 3,00 2,94 6,96 12,44 16,58 6,17 
Commissives 0,65 0,00 0,00 0,00 1,11 2,93 0,23 0,73 0,22 1,83 0,73 0,77 
 
As was clarified in section 5.1.2, the two youngest age groups use terms of endearment much 
more rarely than the four other age groups. Therefore, the data concerning different illocu-
tionary acts is relatively small within this group as well. According to this data, it seems that 
in female speech terms of endearment are used most frequently with the directive illocution-
ary act within ages of 0 to 24. This data also shows how the directive speech act is even more 
common during the ages from 25 to 44. However, within the two oldest age groups the use of 
directives seems to be lower in female speech and assertives are the most commonly used 
illocutionary act. So, for women the most dominant illocutionary act is a directive within the 
first four age groups, when a term of endearment is used with the speech act. Within the two 
oldest age groups terms of endearment are used most frequently with assertive illocutionary 
acts. Directives were the most frequently used illocutionary act in female speech altogether, 





In male speech there seems to be a lot more variation in the frequency of different illocution-
ary acts within different age groups. The youngest age group used terms of endearment only 
twice: once in an assertive illocutionary act and once in a directive speech act. Within the ages 
of 15 to 24 terms of endearment are still used relatively rarely, but they are most commonly 
used in expressive illocutionary acts. Within the next age group (25-34) terms of endearment 
are most commonly used with the assertive illocutionary act, whereas speakers who are be-
tween 35 and 44-years seem to use directives the most. Within the two oldest age groups, the 
most frequently used illocutionary act was assertives. Altogether, terms of endearment were 
used most frequently with assertives in male speech, which can be seen here as well, since in 
most age groups assertives were the most used illocutionary act. 
 
As mentioned above, between all the different age groups, excluding the gender aspect, there 
are differences in the way terms of endearment are used in different illocutionary acts. Simi-
larly, there are differences within each gender in how different age groups use different illocu-
tionary acts. Next, the different age groups are compared individually in terms of gender. 
Within individual age groups there were few statistically significant differences in how terms 
of endearment are used in different illocutionary acts. The results regarding each age group 
are presented next. 
 
Ages 0 to 14 
Within the ages of 0 to 14 there is no gender difference in how terms of endearment are used 
with different illocutionary acts (x
2
=1.456, df=3, p=.693). Therefore, there is also no differ-
ence in the use of each individual illocutionary act (assertives: x
2
=0.056, df=1, p=.689; direc-
tives: x
2
=0.086, df=1, p=.741; expressives: x
2





df=1, p=.261). The limited amount of data might be one reason why these differences were 
not significant. 
 
Ages 15 to 24 
There is no difference in the way each gender within the age group from 15- to 24-year-olds 
use terms of endearment in different illocutionary acts (x
2
=3.765, df=2, p=.152). Likewise, 
there is no difference in the use of each individual illocutionary act (assertives: x
2
=1.026, 
df=1, p=.311; directives: x
2
=3.765, df=1, p=.770; expressives: x
2
=2.440, df=1, p=.118; com-
missives: not used in the data). 
 
Ages 25 to 34 
Within the ages of 25 to 34 there are gender differences in how terms of endearment are used 
with different illocutionary acts (x
2
=8.764, df=3, p=.033). In the use of each individual illocu-
tionary act, the difference is significant only with directives (x
2
=5.607, df=1, p=.018). With 
other illocutionary acts there is no difference between each gender (assertives: x
2
=1.895, 
df=1, p=.169; expressives: x
2
=0.167, df=1, p=.683; commissives: x
2
=2.859, df=1, p=.091). 
 
Ages 35 to 44 
There is a difference in the way men and women within the ages of 35 to 44 use terms of en-
dearment in different illocutionary acts and this difference is statistically highly significant 
(x
2
=11.780, df=3, p=.008). However, when comparing each illocutionary act individually the 
difference is statistically significant only with expressives (x
2
=4.874, df=1, p=.027). There is 
no difference in the use of assertives (x
2
=1.047, df=1, p=.306), directives (x
2
=0.353, df=1, 
p=.552) and commissives (x
2




Ages 45 to 59 
Within the ages of 45 to 59 there is a statistically significant gender difference in how terms 
of endearment are used as form of address with different illocutionary acts (x
2
=7.839, df=3, 
p=.049). However, when comparing the different illocutionary acts individually, there is no 
difference in this use (assertives: x
2
=0.009, df=1, p=.924; directives: x
2
=2.339, df=1, p=.126; 
expressives: x
2
=2.098, df=1, p=.148; commissives: x
2
=2.583, df=1, p=.108). 
 
Ages over 60 
Among the speakers over 60 years of age there is no difference in the use of terms of endear-
ment as forms of address in different illocutionary acts (x
2
=2.032, df=3, p=.566). Similarly, 
there are no differences in the use of individual illocutionary acts, that is, in the use of asser-
tives (x
2
=0.208, df=1, p=.648), directives (x
2
=0.023, df=1, p=.879), expressives (x
2
=1.078, 
df=1, p=.299) and commissives (x
2
=0.112, df=1, p=.738). 
 
Overall, there are gender differences in the use of terms of endearment in different illocution-
ary acts in three out of six age groups studied in this research. The difference is most notable 
during the ages of 35 to 44, but differences are considered statistically significant also among 
25- to 34-year-olds and 45- to 59-year-olds. These are also the age groups where terms of 
endearment are used the most. Within the age group 25-34, directives are used considerably 
more often, especially by women, which explains the differences in the use of illocutionary 
acts within this age group. Similarly, during the ages of 35 to 44 and 45 to 59 the uses of 





On the contrary, among the two youngest age groups and the oldest age group there are no 
differences in the use of different illocutionary acts, even though there is a difference in the 
use of terms of endearment. Among the speakers within the two youngest age groups – that is 
during the ages of 0 to 14 and 15 to 24 – the amount of data is so restricted that it probably 
explains why there is no gender difference in the use of different illocutionary acts. Within the 
oldest age group, consisting of speakers over 60 years of age, both genders seem to use terms 
of endearment similarly in different illocutionary acts. Therefore, there is no gender differ-
ence in the use of different illocutionary acts, even though there is a significant difference in 
the quantity of how often terms of endearment are used. 
 
5.2 Qualitative analysis 
  
The previous section presented the quantitative results of this study. However, in order to give 
the reader a broader picture of what was studied, this section presents the qualitative results of 
this study. In other words, this section introduces examples of different illocutionary acts de-
rived from the data. This is done to show in which types of speech acts terms of endearment 
were actually used. 
 
The most common illocutionary acts used with terms of endearment as forms of address were 
directives and assertives. However, as the tables in Appendix 4 demonstrate, with the excep-
tion of babe, all other terms of endearment were used as forms of address in all illocutionary 
acts, except in declarations. As mentioned earlier in Section 5.1.3, none of the instances in-
cluded in this study were used in declarative illocutionary acts (See Section 3.2.5 for more 






Assertives are a common group of illocutionary acts in this study. In male speech, assertives 
are most common illocutionary acts used with terms of endearment, and, in female speech, it 
was the second most common illocutionary act (See the results in Section 5.1.3). These in-
stances were for the most part fairly simple to recognize, since this class can, for the most 
part, be tested by checking whether the speech act can be characterized as true or false. More 
information about assertives can be found in Section 3.2.1. Here are some examples of speech 
acts that were categorized as assertives. 
(30) It's not, it's not very nice darling, to do that. (KBH: 238) 
(31) I'm not bothered babe. (KC6: 484) 
(32) I thought you were asleep love. (KB1: 2649) 
(33) Up to you darling. (KB7: 5793) 
(34) No I can't at the moment sweetheart, because I'm feeding the baby. (KBH: 
5378) 
(35) No [unclear] I'm sure we are [pause dur="31"] Yes we certainly are dear. (KB7: 
11955) 
All of these examples could be either true or false, therefore they belong to assertives. Exam-
ple (30) is an interesting one, since it represents well how unorganized spoken language can 
be. As can be concluded from the examples so far, most of the time the term of endearment is 
placed at the end of an utterance or at the end of a certain phrase. Although this was the case 
in most of the utterances in the data, in example (30) darling is placed in the middle of the 
sentence. This shows how unstructured spoken utterances can be. Examples (31) and (32) 
represent typical assertive utterances. Example (33) shows how verbs are sometimes dropped 
from these spoken utterances, but they are still comprehensible. In example (34) it can be ar-
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gued that sweetheart is used to soften the negative message since the context strongly sug-
gests that the utterance is directed to a small child. Example (35) shows how some part of the 
speaking turn can be marked as unclear, but since the speech act with the term of endearment 




From a qualitative perspective, the most notable result in this study is the frequency of direc-
tives, since it was the most frequently appearing illocutionary act altogether.  This was the 
most frequently used illocutionary act in female speech and the second most commonly used 
illocutionary act in male speech (See the results in Section 5.1.3). This can be explained when 
looking at the results. Terms of endearment were often used as forms of address in relation to 
direct orders, requests or questions. Since the terms of endearment seem to be used quite 
regularly with ordinary questions, this increases the frequency of directives. For more infor-
mation about directives, see Section 3.2.2. Here are some examples of speech acts that were 
categorized as directives in this study. 
(36) Don't pull that sweetheart. (KBC: 2450) 
(37) Put them down there love. (KD0: 8411) 
(38) Oh babe! Don't be so fucking petty (KC6: 2177) 
(39) What do you want, darling? (KB3: 1218) 
(40) Paula do you want anything else done love? (KP1: 513) 
(41) You can turn the radio off darling, we're not listening to it. (KBK: 3364) 
(42) Richard come on love (KB8: 10183) 
(43) Come on darling, you can do it. (KB3: 72) 
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Examples (36), (37) and (38) represent the typical type of directives, which are quickly identi-
fied. They represent the direct orders or commands. They also represent how terms of en-
dearment can be used to soften directive speech acts, which was a typical case in this study. 
Examples (39) and (40) are ordinary questions, which also count as directives, since the inten-
tion of the speaker is to get the other person to answer. Example (41) shows how speech acts 
that look like assertives can also be used as directives. The utterance does not have to be in 
imperative form or question form for it to function as a directive speech act. In this example it 
is strongly suggested, almost commanded, that the radio should be turned off, even though the 
utterance is not in a form of a command. Examples (42) and (43) represent the type of utter-
ance that was very common in the data. ‘Come on’ was used with all the terms of endearment 
and appeared frequently due to its multiple meanings. It was used both as an indication to 




Expressives were the third most frequently appearing illocutionary act in this study (See Sec-
tion 5.1.3). Expressives that we used with terms of endearment were for the most part greet-
ings, either when meeting or parting. Another typical case of expressives was when the 
speaker was thanking someone. Expressives were also used to some extent with apologies and 
with such expressions as ‘there you are’ or ‘you’re welcome’. A more close definition of ex-
pressives can be found in Section 3.2.4. Here are some examples of speech acts that were cat-
egorized as expressives in this study. 
(44) hello darling, how you doing? (KBN: 1620) 
(45) Ten, twenty, forty fi-- , hello love. (KC9: 1903) 
(46) Ni-night my darling. (KP8: 2096) 
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(47) No, whoops sorry love. (KDS: 727) 
(48) Thank you sweetheart. (KBC: 841) 
(49) There you are dear. (KB8: 3400) 
This type of illocutionary act was simple to recognize once an expressive was defined. Exam-
ples (44) and (45) are greetings when meeting, whereas example (46) is a greeting when part-
ing. These examples are very straightforward, but example (45) illustrates well how the 
speaker can sometimes interrupt his or her own speech, as well, with another remark. Exam-
ple (47) shows how terms of endearment were used with apologies, while examples (48) and 




The final illocutionary act that was found in the data is commissives. This type of illocution-
ary act was relatively rare in the data of this study, but could be found nonetheless (see Sec-
tion 5.1.3).  Commissives are speech acts that commit the speaker to some future action (see 
Section 3.2.3 for more information about commissives). The occurrences found in this study 
are mostly concerned with the very near future and dealing with rather small commitments. 
Here are some examples of illocutionary acts that were categorized as commissives in this 
study. 
(50) Yeah [pause] he's going okay I'll be up in a minute love. (KCT: 6661) 
(51) I'll wash up dear while you watch the telly cos I've (KE5: 354) 
(52) We'll sing it in a minute for you darling. (KBG: 4402) 
These examples show how the commissives found in this study commit the speaker to rather 
small deeds and that the action should take place in the very near future, if it were to be ful-
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filled. As examples (50) and (52) demonstrate, ‘in a minute’ was used often with the commis-







Before the empirical part of this study was conducted there were four hypotheses set for this 
study. The first one broadly stated that there are differences in the amount and in the way men 
and women use terms of endearment. Based on the results presented in Sections 5.1.1 and 
5.1.3 this hypothesis was proved right. The quantitative gender difference in the use of terms 
of endearment is very highly significant. When looking at the normalized frequencies, women 
use terms of endearment as forms of address approximately 1.5 times more often than men. 
Therefore, it is clear that women use terms of endearment more than men and statistical anal-
ysis shows this difference to be very highly significant. These results support the claims made 
in earlier research that women tend to be more affectionate in their communication (Floyd and 
Morman: 1997: 282) when the use of terms of endearment are interpreted as a form of show-
ing affection. 
 
There was also some variation in the use of different terms of endearment, since each gender 
seems to favor slightly different terms. The most frequently appearing term of endearment in 
female speech was darling, whereas in male speech love appeared the most. There is a signifi-
cant difference in the use of these terms, and in fact, one of the most significant findings in 
this study is the difference in the use of the term darling. On the contrary, dear, which was 
used relatively much by both genders was the only term of endearment where there is no gen-
der difference. These three terms were used notably more often than the other two terms. It is 
an interesting finding how much more common the three terms of endearment seem to be in 
British English compared to the other terms of endearment. After all, this study included the 
five most commonly appearing terms of endearment from the list collected at webxicon.org. 
Sweetheart and babe were used relatively less than the other three terms, but the gender dif-
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ference in the use of sweetheart and babe is still significant. Babe is an interesting example, 
for it is the only one of these five used more frequently in male speech. These findings sup-
port the hypothesis that there are gender differences in the amount and in the way men and 
women use terms of endearment. Only dear seems to be used in a similar way by both gen-
ders. There were also differences in the types of illocutionary acts that men and women used. 
Women tended to use terms of endearment with directives more often than men. This obser-
vation further supports the first hypothesis stated for this study. There are many types of gen-
der differences in the use of terms of endearment as forms of address. 
 
The second hypothesis set for this study claimed that there are differences within different age 
groups in the use of terms of endearment. This hypothesis was also proven correct by the re-
sults presented in Sections 5.1.2 and 5.1.4. There is a clear difference in how each gender in 
different age groups use terms of endearment as forms of address. Overall, women seem to 
use terms of endearment relatively frequently throughout adulthood, whereas in male speech 
there seems to be much more variation on how frequently terms of endearment are used as 
forms of address. Since these terms were used notably less by each gender prior to the age of 
25, it would seem from developmental and mature-use perspectives (see Section 2.2.1) that a 
more regular use of terms of endearment seems to be something that is not acquired until 
young adulthood. Another notion emerging from the data is that the terms are used most fre-
quently both in male and female speech during the ages of 25 to 34. During this time frame, a 
very typical life stage is to have children. Around the time the BNC was created and the data 
of this study was collected, the average age for giving birth was approximately 27.5 years 
(BBC 2014 [www]). What was noticed while conducting this study is that in many cases the 
one to whom the speech act is directed at seems to be a child. This could explain why the use 
of terms of endearment increases notably during the ages from 25 to 34 when compared to the 
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earlier age groups, if they are used more often when talking to children. The high use of direc-
tives during the young adult years could also be explained by the fact that these commands 
are directed to children and then softened with terms of endearment. However, this is just a 
suggestion, which would require further research to be proven correct. 
 
As mentioned earlier in Section 2.2.1, Gutmann (1975: 171) has hypothesized there to be a 
universal change towards opposite directions in the behavior of both genders. According to 
this theory, men become less aggressive and more sensitive through aging, while women 
seem to become more aggressive and dominant in later life. Considering the male speech, if 
children would explain the high use of terms of endearment during the years of young adult-
hood, this theory might explain the increase in the use of terms of endearment during the ages 
of 45 to 59. That is, if the use of terms of endearment is considered a sign of a more sensitive 
language use. During these ages, men use terms of endearment more frequently than women, 
which suggests that they would become more sensitive. However, the use of these terms de-
creases again notably within the oldest age group. Therefore, it cannot be said with certainty 
that the use of terms of endearment would show how men become less aggressive and more 
sensitive through aging. For women, it does not show a shift to a more aggressive behavior 
either, since the use of terms of endearment does not seem to decrease when women age. 
 
The third hypothesis stated for this study was that most speech acts where terms of endear-
ment are used would fall under the category of assertives. The data in study did not support 
this hypothesis since directives were the most frequently used illocutionary act. However, 
most speech acts uttered by men were, in fact, assertives, which gives some support for the 
hypothesis. Still, the third hypothesis was not realized in the data, but this gives even more 
support to the fourth hypothesis, which claimed that terms of endearment are used frequently 
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with directives. This turned out to be true, since directives was the most frequently appearing 
category of illocutionary acts. For women, it was the most frequently used and, for men, it 
was the second most frequent, not far behind assertives. The fact that women used directives 
more often than men is an interesting finding since the theoretical background suggested that 
women tend to be more tentative and cautious in their language use, because in many cases 
they are expected to be more well-spoken than men (Cameron 1985). From this perspective 
the use of directives would seem rather aggressive. However, the settings where these conver-
sations took place should be taken into account before drawing any further conclusions. 
 
Searle’s classification of illocutionary acts turned out to be quite applicable in this type of 
study, because the results emerged quite well from the material and actual results were 
formed, and patterns and differences could be seen. The fact that assertives and directives 
appeared more frequently in both male and female speech was clearly visible from the results, 
but at the same time some gender differences emerged as well. Of course this study only 
mainly focused on the numerical facts and different illocutionary acts were studied only in 
large entities. The different illocutionary acts could be further divided into smaller sub-
categories and in this way the results would be more detailed as well. Therefore, this subject 
area could definitely be studied in more depth in the future. 
 
The fact that terms of endearment did appear in the data quite often could be because it is one 
way of showing affection (Morelock: 2005: 2-4), but in less intimate situations the traditional 
terms of endearment do not represent such a strong level of intimacy (Morelock 2005: 18) and 
therefore it gives less importance or weight to them. This study focused only on utterances 
that could be categorized into different illocutionary acts, but as Section 4.3 suggested, there 
were also instances where the illocutionary act could not be determined. For instance, when 
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the utterance was too unclear the instance was omitted from the research, even though these 
instances could have been taken into account in the quantitative analysis of this study. This 
means that the number of utterances where terms of endearment are used is actually even 
higher. Perhaps these results will be determined in the future. 
 
This study did not take into account the possible sexist, diminutive or otherwise negative uses 
of terms of endearment that Boasso et al. (2012: 536) and Thomas (2013) have talked about. 
For instance, it could be studied whether there is any sexism behind the use of different terms 
of endearment or within certain age groups. Negative uses could be a possible area for future 
research. This study did not analyze the hearer to whom the speech act was directed to in any 








The aims that were set for this Master’s Thesis were fulfilled successfully in the empirical 
section of this study. The quantitative analysis of the use of terms of endearment revealed 
what kind of gender and age differences there are in the frequency of using different terms of 
endearment as forms of address. It also showed differences in the use of different illocution-
ary acts. The study succeeded in proving three out of the four hypotheses set for this study, 
while one of them was disproved. The fact that directives was proven to be the most frequent-
ly used illocutionary act instead of assertives when studying speech acts where terms of en-
dearment are used as forms of address was one of the most interesting findings in this study. 
By disproving one of the hypotheses it could be argued that this study actually provided sur-
prising results and therefore this subject is really worthy of further investigation. 
 
The BNC provided a versatile and broad enough database for this study, although the demo-
graphically sampled component could be less unbalanced gender-wise. If the context-
governed spoken data had been included as well, the corpus sizes for each gender would have 
been more balanced, since the male sub-corpus for context-governed data is larger than the 
female equivalent. It would be useful to include this data in future studies. If the results were 
to be different, it would mean that terms of endearment are used differently in formal and in-
formal situations. The data was quite easy to retrieve, although it also required a large amount 
of manual processing. Searle’s classification of illocutionary acts worked well in this type of 
corpus-based study, where spoken utterances were examined. However, in order to obtain 
more detailed results some sub-categories of different illocutionary acts could be used. There 
are several options for studying this subject area further and I believe that this study has justi-
fied this well. 
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Sociolinguistics is an interesting, yet complex area of study: there are always other variables 
that may also explain differences in language use. This is the case also in this study. Although 
the speakers represent certain groups, which in this study are gender and age, they are also 
individuals. Therefore, it cannot be said, for instance, that during the ages of 35 to 44 women 
always use terms of endearment more often than men. The purpose is not to create stereotypes 
or make broad generalizations that would concern every individual within a certain group. 
Instead, the purpose of this study was to find patterns and tendencies to see if gender and age 
seem to affect the use of one small feature in speech, which in advance was expected to be 
used more prevalently in female speech.  
 
Even though this Master’s Thesis provides only a small contribution to the wide area of socio-
linguistics, it offers new insights for gender and age studies, since terms of endearment as 
forms of address have not been studied in a similar way earlier. Hopefully, this study would 
inspire other linguists to look deeper into the interesting subject of terms of endearment, or 
differences in affectionate communication, for this study only focused only on a small com-







BNCweb at Lancaster University. Available online. 




Austin, J. L. 1980. How to Do Things With Words. Urmson J.O. & Sbisà (eds) Oxford: Ox-
ford University Press. 
Bailey, G. 2002. ‘Real and Apparent-time’, The Handbook of Language Variation and 
Change. Chambers, J. K., Trudgill, P. & Schilling-Estes, N. (eds) Malden, MA: Blackwell 
Publishing. 312-332. 
Biber, D., Conrad, S. & Leech, G. Longman Student Grammar of Spoken and Written Eng-
lish. New York: Longman. 
Boasso, A., Covert, S. & Ruscher J. B. 2012. ‘Benevolent Sexist Beliefs Predict Perceptions 
of Speakers and Recipients of a Term of Endearment’, The Journal of Social Psychology, vol. 
152, 533-546. 
Braun, F. 1988. Terms of address: Problems of patterns and usage in various languages and 
cultures. Berlin: Mouton de Gruyter. 
Brown, A. & Draper, P. 2013. Accommodative speech and terms of endearment: elements of 
a language mode often experienced by older adults. Journal of Advanced Nursing vol. 41, 15-
21. 
Cameron, D. 1985. Feminism and Linguistic Theory. Hong Kong: MacMillan. 
Coates, J. 1998. Language and Gender: A Reader. Oxford: Balckwell Publishers Ltd. 
81 
 
Cukor-Avila, P. & Bailey, G. 2013. ‘Real and Apparent-time’, The Handbook of Language 
Variation and Change. Second Edition. Chambers, J. K., Trudgill, P. & Schilling-Estes, N. 
(eds) Malden, MA: Blackwell Publishing. 239-262. 
Davis, S. 1980. ‘Perlocutions*’, Speech Act Theory and Pragmatics. Searle, J.R., Kiefer, F. & 
Bierwisch, M. (eds) Dordrecht: D. Reidel Publishing Company. 
Eckert, P. 1997. ‘Age as a sociolinguistic variable’, Handbook of Sociolinguistics. Coulmas, 
F. (ed.) Oxford: Blackwell. 
Eckert, P. & McConnell-Ginet, S. 2013. Language and Gender. Cambridge: Cambridge Uni-
versity Press. Second Edition. 
Floyd, K. & M. T. Morman. 1997. ‘Affectionate communication in nonromantic relation-
ships: Influences of communicator, relational, and contextual factors’, Western Journal of 
Communication 61. 279-298 
Floyd, K. & M. T. Morman. 1998. ‘The measurement of affectionate communication’, Com-
munication Quarterly 46, 144-162 
Floyd, K. 2002. Human affection exchange: V. Attributes of the highly affectionate, Commu-
nication Quarterly 50, 135-152. 
Floyd, K. 2006. Communicating Affection: Interpersonal Behavior and Social Context. New 
York: Cambridge University Press. 
Floyd, K. & Riforgiate, S. 2008a. ‘Affectionate Communication Received from Spouses Pre-
dicts Stress Hormone Levels in Healthy Adults’, Communication Monographs 75, 351-368. 
Floyd, K. Hesse, C. & Generous M.A. 2014. ‘Affection Exchange Theory: Evolutionary Look 
at Affectionate Communication’, Engaging Theories in Interpersonal Communication: Multi-




Freed, A. 1992. We Understand Perfectly: A Critique of Tannen's View of Cross-sex Commu-
nication. Locating power: Proceedings of the second Berkeley women and language confer-
ence. Hall, K.; Buchholz, M. & Moonwomon, B. (eds) vol. 1: 144–152.  
Gutmann, D. 1975. ‘Parenthood: A Key to the Comparative Study of the Life Cycle’, Life-
Span Developmental Psychology: Normative Life Crises. Datan, N. & Ginsberg, L. (eds.) 
New York: Academic Press.  
Hoffman S., Evert S., Smith N., Lee D. & Berglund Prytz Y. 2008. Corpus Linguistics with 
BNCweb – a Practical Guide. Frankfurt am Main: Peter Lang. 
Holmes J. & Meyerhoff M. (eds). 2005.  The Handbook of Language and Gender. Oxford: 
Blackwell Publishing. 
Kertzer, D.I. & Keith, J. 1984. Age and anthropological theory. Ithaca: Cornell University 
Press. 
Klofstad, C. A., Anderson, R. C. & Peters, S. ‘Sounds like a winner: voice pitch influences 
perception of leadership capacity in both men and women’, Proceedings of the Royal Society 
B: Biological Sciences vol. 279, 2698–2704. 
Labov, W. 1982. The Social Stratification of English in New York City. Second Edition. Cam-
bridge: Cambridge University Press. 
Labov, W. 1994. Principles of Linguistic Change: Internal Factors. Oxford: Blackwell. 
Lakoff, R. 1973. ‘Language and Woman’s Place’, Language in Society vol. 2, 45-80. 
Litosseliti, L. 2006. Gender and Language: Theory and Practise. London: Hodder Arnold. 
McConnell-Ginet, S. 2005. ‘”What’s in a name?” Social Labeling’, Holmes J. & Meyerhoff 
M. (eds)  The Handbook of Language and Gender. Oxford: Blackwell Publishing. 69-97 
Searle, J. R. 1968. ‘Austin on Locutionary and Illocutinary Acts’, The Philosophical Review 
vol. 77, 405-424. 
83 
 
Murphy, B. 2010. Corpus and Sociolinguistics: Investigating Age and Gender in Female 
Talk. Amsterdam; Philadelphia, Pa. : John Benjamins Publishing Company. 
Rhys, M. 2007. ‘Dialect variation in English’, Graddol, D., Leith, D., Swann, J., Rhys, M. & 
Gillen, J. (eds) Changing English. London: Routledge. 
Searle, J. R. 1969. Speech Acts. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press. 
Searle, J. R. 1976. “The classification of illocutionary acts”. Language in Society vol. 5, 1-23. 
Searle, J.R., Kiefer, F. & Bierwisch, M. (eds) 1980. Speech Act Theory and Pragmatics. Dor-
drecht: D. Reidel Publishing Company. 
Searle, J.R. 1981. Expressive and Meaning: Studies in the Theory of Speech Acts. Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press. 
Speer, S. A. & Stokoe, Elizabeth. 2011. Conversation and gender. Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press. 
Tannen, D. 1991. You just don't understand: women and men in conversation. Lon-
don: Virago. 
Thelwall, M. 2008. ‘Fk yea I swear: cursing and gender in MySpace’, Corpora vol. 3, 83-107. 
Thomas, K. E. 2012. ‘Investigation of age-differentiated spatial semantic elaboration strate-
gies for communicating route instructions’, Universal Access in the Information Society vol. 
12, 175-190. 
Tigue, C., Borak, D., O'Connor, J., Schandl, C., Feinberg, D. 2012. ‘Voice pitch influences 
voting behavior’, Evolution and Human Behavior vol. 33, 210-216. 
Yule, G. 2009. The Study of Language. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press. 
 
ELECTRONIC SOURCES: 
BBC News. 2014. ONS: Mothers' average age hits 30. Available online. 
http://www.bbc.com/news/health-28329737 (accessed 31 May 2015) 
84 
 
Floyd, K. & Riforgiate, S. 2008b. ‘Affectionate Communication is Good For You’, Commu-
nication Currents Vol. 3 Issue 6. Available online. 
https://www.natcom.org/CommCurrentsArticle.aspx?id=895 (accessed 31 May 
2015) 
Morelock, C. 2005. Personal idiom use and affect regulation in romantic relationships. PHD 
Thesis. Available online.   
http://repositories.tdl.org/ttu- 
ir/bitstream/handle/2346/1295/Morelock_catherine_diss.pdf (accessed 31 May 
2015) 
BNCweb Manual: What is BNCweb. Available online. 
http://rdues.bcu.ac.uk/bncweb/manual/bncwebman-home.htm (accessed 31 May 
2015) 
Webxicon.org. Category: Terms of endearment. Available online. 
 http://webxicon.org/cat.php?id=995&l=3 (accessed 20 March 2014) 
Wiktionary. Category: Terms of endearment. Available online. 
































































Figure 3. The use of the endearment babe distributed by age. 
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Figure 5. The use of the endearment dear distributed by age. 
 






















































Figure 7. The use of the endearment sweetheart distributed by age. 
  























Table 1. Distribution of illocutionary acts with the term love. 
 Women 
N                    %        
Men 
N                         %           
Total 
N                    % 
Assertives 113 33.73 % 53 31.74 % 166 33.07 % 
Directives 166 49.55 % 64 38.32 % 230 45.82 % 
Expressives 53 15.82 % 42 25.15 % 95 18.92 % 
Commissives 3 0.90 % 8 4.79 % 11 2.19 % 
Declarations 0 0.00 % 0 0.00 % 0 0.00 % 




Table 2.  Distribution of illocutionary acts with the term darling. 
 Women 
N                    %        
Men 
N                         %           
Total 
N                    % 
Assertives 135 36.49 % 33 33.00 % 168 35.74 % 
Directives 174 47.03 % 52 52.00 % 226 48.09 % 
Expressives 57 15.41 % 11 11.00 % 68 14.47 % 
Commissives 4 1.08 % 4 4.00 % 8 1.70 % 
Declarations 0 0.00 % 0 0.00 % 0 0.00 % 





Table 3. Distribution of illocutionary acts with the term dear. 
 Women 
N                    %        
Men 
N                         %           
Total 
N                    % 
Assertives 103 42.21 % 73 54.48 % 176 46.56 % 
Directives 92 37.70 % 29 21.64 % 121 32.01 % 
Expressives 46 18.85 % 29 21.64 % 75 19.84 % 
Commissives 3 1.23 % 3 2.24 % 6 1.59 % 
Declarations 0 0.00 % 0 0.00 % 0 0.00 % 




Table 4. Distribution of illocutionary acts with the term sweetheart. 
 Women 
N                    %        
Men 
N                         %           
Total 
N                    % 
Assertives 17 28.81 % 2 22.22 % 19 27.94 % 
Directives 29 49.15 % 5 55.56 % 34 50.00 % 
Expressives 12 20.34 % 1 1.11 % 13 19.12 % 
Commissives 1 1.69 % 1 1.11 % 2 2.94 % 
Declarations 0 0.00 % 0 0.00 % 0 0.00 % 





Table 5. Distribution of illocutionary acts with the term babe. 
 Women 
N                    %        
Men 
N                         %           
Total 
N                    % 
Assertives 3 16.67 % 12 44.44 % 15 33.33 % 
Directives 15 83.33 % 14 51.85 % 29 64.44 % 
Expressives 0 0.00 % 0 0.00 % 0 0.00 % 
Commissives 0 0.00 % 1 3.71 % 1 2.22 % 
Declarations 0 0.00 % 0 0.00 % 0 0.00 % 
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Figure 11. Distribution of illocutionary acts with the term darling uttered by women distrib-
uted by age. 
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Figure 12. Distribution of illocutionary acts with the term dear uttered by men distributed by 
age. 
 
Figure 13. Distribution of illocutionary acts with the term dear uttered by women distributed 
by age. 
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Figure 15. Distribution of illocutionary acts with the term love uttered by women distributed 
by age. 
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Figure 16. Distribution of illocutionary acts with the term sweetheart uttered by men distrib-
uted by age. 
 
 
Figure 17. Distribution of illocutionary acts with the term sweetheart uttered by women dis-
tributed by age. 
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Figure 18. Distribution of illocutionary acts during the ages from 0 to 14. 
 
 






































Figure 20. Distribution of illocutionary acts during the ages from 25 to 34. 
 
 









































Figure 22. Distribution of illocutionary acts during the ages from 45 to 59. 
 
 















































Tämä Pro gradu -tutkielma käsittelee brittienglannin puhujien keskuudessa esiintyviä suku-
puolten ja eri ikäryhmien välisiä eroja hellittelytermien käytössä. Hellittelytermien käyttö on 
yksi tapa osoittaa hellyyttä sanallisesti ja sellaiset termit kuten dear ja sweetheart luokitellaan 
englanninkielessä perinteisiksi hellittelytermeiksi. Tutkimuksen tarkoituksena on selvittää, 
miten eri sosiolingvistiset muuttujat vaikuttavat hellittelytermien käyttöön. Muuttujina tässä 
tutkimuksessa ovat sukupuoli ja ikä. Yleisesti ottaen hellyyden osoittaminen on hyväksyttä-
vämpää naisille kuin miehille, jonka vuoksi on mielenkiintoista selvittää, koskeeko tämä 
myös hellittelytermien käyttöä ja onko eri ikäryhmissä eroja. Vertailukohteiksi valikoituivat 
siis erot sukupuolten välillä sekä sukupuolierot eri ikäryhmien välillä. Kiinnostus aiheeseen 
pohjaa henkilökohtaiseen kokemusmaailmaan: Iso-Britanniassa käydessäni olen huomannut, 
että paikalliset ihmiset käyttävät paljon hellittelytermejä, jopa puhutellessaan tuntemattomia 
ihmisiä. Aihetta ei ole tutkittu paljoa aikaisemmin, jonka vuoksi aihe tuntui entistä kiinnosta-
vammalta. Tämä tutkimus on ensisijaisesti kvantitatiivinen, mutta aineistoa on analysoitu 
myös laadullisesti. Laadullisessa analyysissä on tutkittu, millaisissa puheakteissa hellittely-




Tämä tutkimus nojaa sosiolingvistiseen tutkimukseen, joka pyrkii selvittämään sosiaalisten 
tekijöiden vaikutusta kielenkäyttöön. Kieli ja sukupuoli on sosiolingvistinen aihealue, joka 
tarkastelee sekä sukupuolen vaikutusta kielenkäyttöön, että tapaa, jolla kieli kuvaa sukupuol-
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ta. Ajatus siitä, että miesten ja naisten välillä olisi kielellisiä eroja, on aiheuttanut myös vas-
tustusta (Tannen 1991: 14), mutta edelleen kielitieteessä yleisesti tunnustetaan, että eri suku-
puolten välillä on eroja sekä puhetavassa että miten heitä puhutellaan (Eckert & McConnell-
Ginet 2013: 9-11). Lisäksi sukupuoli voi vaikuttaa myös siihen, miten puhujan puhetta tulki-
taan (Cameron 1985: 53). Eckert & McConnell-Ginet (2013: 9) toteavat, että eri sukupuolten 
kanssa kommunikoidaan eri tavalla jo vauvaiästä lähtien. Lisäksi molemmilta sukupuolilta 
odotetaan ja hyväksytään hieman poikkeavia tapoja, mitkä tulkitaan kyseiselle sukupuolelle 
hyväksyttäviksi. Tämä toiminta on usein tiedostamatonta, mutta johtaa lopulta siihen, että 
pojat ja tytöt oppivat käyttäytymään ja toimimaan eri tavalla, minkä seurauksena miehet ja 
naiset myös oppivat puhumaan hieman eri tavalla. 
 
Toinen keskeinen sosiolingvistinen lähtökohta tutkimuksessa on iän vaikutus eroihin kielen-
käytössä. Ikä vaikuttaa keskeisesti sosiaaliseen variaatioon kielenkäytössä (Yule 2009: 211) ja 
sosiolingvistisestä näkökulmasta pyrkimyksenä on selittää, miten ikä ja ikääntyminen vaikut-
tavat kielenkäyttöön. Länsimaisessa kulttuurissa ikäkäsitteellä viitataan useimmiten henkilön 
kronologiseen ikään, vaikka käsitettä voisi lähestyä myös esimerkiksi biologisen kehityksen 
kautta tai eri elämänvaiheiden ja statuksen muutosten kautta. (Eckert 1997: 154-155). Krono-
loginen ikä korreloi usein biologisen ja sosiaalisen iän kanssa, esimerkiksi sukukypsyys saa-
vutetaan yleensä murrosiässä ja perhestatuksessa tapahtuu muutoksia yleisimmin nuorena 
aikuisena, mutta biologinen ja sosiaalinen ikä eivät ole sidottuja tiettyyn kronologiseen ikään. 
 
Ikää koskeva sosiolingvistinen tutkimus on keskittynyt vähiten aikuisuutta koskevaan kielen-
käyttöön. Toisaalta keski-ikäisten puhe saa kielentutkimuksessa paljon painoarvoa, sillä se 
nähdään usein normina, johon muita ikäryhmiä verrataan, koska sitä pidetään pysyvämpänä 
kuin muiden ikäryhmien puhetta (Eckert 1997: 157). Muiden ikäryhmien kohdalla koetaan, 
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että kieltä joko opitaan tai menetetään. Eckertin (1997: 157) mukaan näkemystä tulisi kuiten-
kin muuttaa niin, että kielenkehityksen nähdään jatkuvan läpi elämän, jossa puhuja omaksuu 
jatkuvasti uusia tapoja ilmaista itseään. Toinen näkökulma painottaa tietynlaisen kielikompe-
tenssin olevan aina ominaista tietylle ikäryhmälle, jolloin kyseisen ikäryhmän käyttämä kieli 
pitäisi luonnollisesti tulkita kyseiseen elämänvaiheeseen sopivaksi. Nämä näkemykset haasta-
vat käsityksen keski-ikäisten puhetavasta kielellisenä normina. 
 
Ikä asettaa usein erilaisia normeja myös molemmille sukupuolille. Eckertin (1997: 156) mu-
kaan ikä on yksi tekijä joka vaikuttaa sukupuoli-identiteetin kehitykseen, sillä esimerkiksi 
monet muutokset yhteiskunnallisessa statuksessa koskettavat eri tavalla miehiä ja naisia. 
Gutmann (1975: 171) taas on huomannut kulttuurirajat ylittävän linkin iän ja sukupuolen vä-
lillä, sillä hänen hypoteesinsa on, että molempien sukupuolien käyttäytymisessä tapahtuu 
ikääntymisen myötä universaali muutos, mutta vastakkaisiin suuntiin: miehistä tulee ikäänty-
essään vähemmän aggressiivisia ja herkempiä, kun taas naisten käytös näyttää muuttuvan 
aggressiivisemmaksi ja hallitsevammaksi iän myötä. Ikääntyminen siis vaikuttaa molempien 
sukupuolien käytökseen, mikä viittaa siihen, että vaikutukset voivat ulottua myös kielenkäyt-
töön. 
 
Jos mainitut muutokset käytöksessä vaikuttavat myös kielenkäyttöön, tarkoittaisi se mahdolli-
sesti sitä, että miesten puhe muuttuisi iän myötä herkemmäksi, kun taas vanhempien naisten 
puhe olisi vähemmän tunteikasta verrattuna nuorempien naisten puheeseen. Yleisesti ottaen 
hellyyden osoittaminen nähdään kuitenkin sopivampana naisille kuin miehille (Floyd & 
Morman 1997: 282). Naiset myös arvostavat avoimia hellyydenosoituksia sekä osoittavat 
hellyyttä miehiä enemmän (ibid.). Yksi tapa osoittaa hellyyttä on lempinimien käyttö, johon 
kuuluu myös hellittelytermien käyttö (Morelock 2005: 2-4). Hellittelytermit ovat puhuttelusa-
104 
 
noja, joita käytetään puhuteltaessa toista ihmistä (Braun 1988: 7). Hellittelytermeinä voidaan 
käyttää mitä erikoisimpia sanoja, mukaan lukien sanat joita yleisesti ottaen pidetään loukkaa-
vina (Thelwall 2008) tai itse keksittyjä sanoja (Morelock 2005: 18-19), jos molemmat osa-
puolet kokevat ne hellittelevinä. Perinteisinä hellittelytermeinä pidetään sellaisia sanoja kuten 
sweetheart ja dear. Tällaisia termejä käytetään helpommin myös julkisemmissa tilanteissa, 
sillä ne eivät osoita yhtä vahvaa läheisyyttä kuin yksilölliset, keskenään sovitut lempinimet 
kuten ”Motherfucker” tai ”Schmoopy”, jotka saattavat aiheuttaa kiusaantuneisuutta julkisissa 
tilanteissa (Morelock 2005: 18). Vaikka yleisesti ottaen hellittelytermejä pidetään positiivisina 
puhuttelusanoina, voivat ne väärinkäytettynä saada myös negatiivisia sävyjä. Hellittelytermejä 
käytetään usein puhuteltaessa lapsia, jolloin aikuisten välillä niiden käyttö voi joskus tuntua 
vähättelevältä (Thomas 2013: 16) tai jopa seksistiseltä (Boasso et al. 2012: 536), erityisesti 
silloin jos puhujat eivät tunne toisiaan tai jos hellittelytermien käyttö viittaa alempiarvoiseen 
statukseen. Vaikka hellittelytermien mahdollinen negatiivinen käyttö tiedostetaan, ei sitä ole 
tässä tutkimuksessa otettu huomioon, sillä negatiivisten sävyjen tunnistaminen on vaikeaa 
tuntematta keskustelijoiden välisiä suhteita. 
 
Hellittelytermien käyttötapoja on tässä tutkimuksessa tutkittu puheaktiteorian kautta, tarkem-
min sanottuna tutkimalla hellittelytermejä sisältävien puheaktien illokuutiota. Illokutiivinen 
akti (eng. illocutionary act) ilmaisee mitä puhuja tarkoittaa sanomillaan sanoilla, eli onko 
lausuma esimerkiksi toteamus, kysymys vai käsky (Austin 1980: 99). Searle (1976) on luoki-
tellut puheaktien jakautuvan viiteen eri illokutiiviseen päätyyppiin: assertiiveihin (assertives), 
direktiiveihin (directives), komissiiveihin (commissives), ekspressiiveihin (expressives) ja 
deklaratiiveihin (declarations). Assertiivit ovat toteamuksia, joissa puhuja lähtökohtaisesti 
sitoutuu sanoman totuusarvoon, mutta jotka voivat olla joko totta tai valetta. Direktiiveillä 
puhuja taas pyrkii saamaan kuulijan tekemään jotain. Illokuutio voi vaihdella hienovaraisesta 
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vihjauksesta suoraan käskyyn. Komissiivit muistuttavat direktiivejä, mutta sen sijaan että pu-
huja yrittää saada kuulijan tekemään jotain, ne velvoittavat puhujan itsensä tekemään jotain. 
Tästä syystä komissiivit ovat usein lupauksia. Ekspressiivit ilmaisevat tuntemuksia, esimer-
kiksi katumusta tai kiitosta. Näin ollen esimerkiksi kiitokset ja pahoittelut kuuluvat tähän illo-
kutiiviseen aktiin. Viimeiseksi deklaratiivit, joita kutsutaan myös performatiiveiksi, ovat pu-
heakteja, jotka toteuttavat asian julistamalla sen. Esimerkiksi sanomalla ’saat potkut’ puhujan 
sanat saattavat toteen kuulijan irtisanomisen. Deklaratiivit ovat hyvin muodollisia ja usein 
muuttumattomia puheakteja, eikä niitä sen vuoksi löytynyt tämän tutkimuksen aineistosta. 
Kaikki neljä muuta illokutiivista aktia esiintyivät aineistossa. 
 
Tutkimuksen tavoitteet ja menetelmälliset ratkaisut 
 
Tutkimuksen tarkoituksena on selvittää, vaikuttaako puhujan sukupuoli ja ikä hellittelytermi-
en käyttöön. Tutkimukselle asetettiin neljä tavoitetta. Ensimmäinen tavoite oli analysoida 
määrällisesti kuinka usein miehet ja naiset käyttävät hellittelytermejä. Toinen tavoite oli sa-
maan tapaan analysoida onko eri ikäryhmien välillä eroja hellittelytermien käytössä. Kolmas 
tavoite oli selvittää, millaisissa illokutiivissa akteissa miehet ja naiset käyttävät hellittelyter-
mejä ja neljäntenä tavoitteena oli selvittää, millaisissa illokutiivisissa akteissa eri ikäryhmät 
käyttävät hellittelytermejä. Tutkimukselle asetettiin myös neljä hypoteesia, jotka ovat seuraa-
vat: 
1. Miesten ja naisten välillä on eroja hellittelytermien käytön määrässä ja tavassa. 
2. Eri ikäryhmien välillä on eroja hellittelytermien käytössä. 
3. Assertiivinen puheakti on useimmiten esiintyvä illokutiivinen akti. 




Eroja hellittelytermien käytössä tutkittiin viiden useimmin esiintyvän hellittelytermin avulla, 
jotka ovat babe, darling, dear, love ja sweetheart. Kyseessä on korpustutkimus, jonka aineisto 
kerättiin British National Corpusista (myöhemmin BNC). Koska tarkoituksena on tutkia pu-
huttua kieltä, on aineisto rajattu puhuttu kieleen, josta on sisällytetty ainoastaan spontaaneista 
keskusteluista koostuva osa. Kontekstisidonnainen osa on jätetty pois, sillä olettamuksena oli, 
että epämuodollisemmissa tilanteissa hellyydenosoitukset ovat todennäköisempiä. Tutkimuk-
sessa käytettiin BNC:n jaottelemia ikäryhmiä, joita on yhteensä kuusi: 0-14, 15-24, 25-34, 35-
44, 45-59 ja 60+. 
 
Kun aineisto oli valittu, haettiin viiden yleisimmin käytetyn termin esiintymät, jonka jälkeen 
aineisto käytiin manuaalisesti läpi irrelevanttien esiintymien poistamiseksi. Tällaisia ovat 
esimerkiksi esiintymät, joissa puheakteja ei ole käytetty puhuttelusanana, tai sanaa on käytetty 
sen toisessa merkityksessä, ei hellittelyterminä. Tutkimuksessa ilmeni myös muita syitä ai-
neiston rajaamiselle. Esimerkiksi jos nauhoite on ollut liian epäselvä, eikä puheaktia hellitte-
lytermin yhteydessä pystytä päättelemään, on esiintymä rajattu tutkimuksen ulkopuolelle. 
Samoin laulussa tai epäsuorassa kerronnassa esiintyvät hellittelytermien esiintymät on rajattu, 
koska kyse ei ole spontaaneista henkilön käyttämistä puhuttelusanoista. Pari esiintymää rajat-
tiin pois myös siksi, että aineisto oli selkeästi merkitty väärin, eikä oikeasta puhujasta näin 
ollen ollut täyttä varmuutta. Kun aineisto oli käyty manuaalisesti läpi, jaoteltiin aineisto suku-




Tutkimuksen tulokset osoittavat, että miesten ja naisten kaikkien hellittelytermien käytössä on 
tilastollisesti erittäin merkitsevä ero (x
2
=57.196, df=1, p<.001). Naiset käyttävät hellittelyter-
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mejä noin 1,5 kertaa useammin kuin miehet. Voidaan siis todeta, että määrällisesti naiset 
käyttävät hellittelytermejä merkittävästi enemmän kuin miehet. Miesten ja naisten välillä oli 
myös eroja siinä, miten paljon kutakin eri termiä käytettiin. Myös tämä ero on tilastollisesti 
erittäin merkitsevä (x
2
=54.846, df=4, p<.001). Eroja näyttäisi olevan myös siinä, mitä termejä 
miehet ja naiset todennäköisimmin käyttävät. Miesten keskuudessa useimmin esiintyvä termi 
on love kun taas naiset suosivat useimmiten termiä darling. Yksi tutkimuksen huomattavim-
pia ja mielenkiintoisimpia tuloksia oli ero darling -sanan käytössä: yksittäisten termien käyt-
töä vertailtaessa sukupuolien väliset erot ovat todella paljon merkitsevämpiä darling-sanan 
kohdalla kun muiden termien kohdalla (x
2
=69.289, df=1, p<.001). Mielenkiintoinen tulos on 
myös se, että kolme yleisimmin käytettyä termiä ovat samat sekä miehillä ja naisilla, ja niiden 
käyttö on selkeästi yleisempää kun muiden hellittelytermien käyttö. Nämä termit ovat darling, 
dear ja love. Babe on hellittelytermeistä ainoa, joka esiintyi useammin miesten kuin naisten 
puheessa. 
 
Tulosten perusteella myös ikä on merkittävä tekijä hellittelytermien käytössä, sillä eri ikä-
ryhmien välillä on tilastollisesti erittäin merkitsevä ero (x
2
=60.082, df=5, p<.001). Myös mo-
lempien sukupuolten kohdalla on tilastollisesti merkitsevä ero siinä, miten eri ikäryhmät käyt-
tävät hellittelytermejä (miehet: x2=268.667, df=5, p<.001; naiset: x2=304.946, df=5, p<.001). 
Hellittelytermien käyttö lisääntyy molemmilla sukupuolilla huomattavasti kahden nuorimman 
ikäryhmän jälkeen, eli ikäryhmän 25-34 kohdalla. Molemmilla sukupuolilla tämä on myös 
ikä, jolloin hellittelytermejä käytetään kaikkein useimmin, eikä hellittelytermien käytössä ole 
tilastollisesti merkitsevää eroa tämän ikäryhmän kohdalla (x
2
=1.392, df=1, p=.238). Kaikkien 





=9.232, df=1, p=.002; 35-44: x
2
=43.740, df=1, p<.001; 45-59: x
2
=4.317, 
df=1, p=.038; 60+: x
2
=26.390, df=1, p<.001). Naisten kohdalla hellittelytermien käyttö jatkuu 
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melko tasaisesti läpi aikuisuuden, mutta miesten kohdalla on aikuisuusiässä vaihtelua enem-
män: ikäryhmien 25-34 ja 45-59 kohdalla käytetään huomattavasti useammin hellittelyterme-
jä. Itse asiassa ikäryhmän 45-59 sisällä miehet käyttävät hellittelytermejä naisia useammin 
vaikka muuten naiset käyttävät termejä miehiä useammin, joka on mielenkiintoinen poik-
keama muusta aineistosta. 
 
Tulokset koskien eri illokutiivisia akteja osoittavat, ettei deklaratiiveja esiintynyt aineistossa. 
Näin ollen ne on jätetty analyysistä pois. Neljä muuta illokutiivista aktia esiintyivät aineistos-
sa ja niiden käytössä on eroja miesten ja naisten välillä (x
2
=21.408, p<.001). Kokonaisuudes-
saan direktiivit olivat käytetyin illokutiivinen akti aineistossa, ja se oli myös naisten kohdalla 
useimmin käytetty illokutiivinen akti. Miesten kohdalla yleisimmin esiintyvä illokutiivinen 
akti oli assertiivi. Miesten ja naisten väliset erot direktiivien käytössä on huomattavin illoku-
tiivisia akteja koskeva tulos. Naiset käyttivät direktiivejä niin paljon useammin, että direktii-
visten puheaktien käytössä on tilastollisesti erittäin merkitsevä ero (x
2
=11.519, p<.001), kun 
taas assertiiveja kumpikin sukupuoli käytti niin tasaisesti, ettei niiden kohdalla ei ole merkit-
sevää eroa (x
2
=1.933, p=.164). Komissiiveja käytettiin melko vähän aineistossa, mutta naiset 
käyttivät niitä riittävästi enemmän, jotta ero oli tilastollisesti merkitsevä. Ekspressiivejä käy-
tettiin niin tasaisesti, ettei käytössä ole merkitsevää eroa (x
2
=1.819, p=.177). Määrällisesti 
naiset käyttivät enemmän ekspressiivejä, mutta prosentuaalisesti miesten puheessa esiintyi 
enemmän ekspressiivejä kuin naisten puheessa. 
 
Myös eri ikäryhmien välillä on eroja illokutiivisten aktien käytössä (x
2
=103.057,  p<.001). 
Huomattavia tuloksia on esimerkiksi se, miten yleistä direktiivien käyttö on erityisesti ikä-
ryhmissä 25-34 ja 35-44. Mielenkiintoinen havainto on myös se, että ekspressiivien käyttö 
tuntuu nousevan tasaisesti, mitä vanhempaan ikäryhmään siirrytään, pois lukien ikäryhmän 
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35-44, missä tuntuu tapahtuvan selkeä pudotus ekspressiivien käytössä. Sukupuolia vertailta-
essa illokutiivisten aktien käytössä on tilastollisesti merkitsevä ero eri ikäryhmien välillä mo-
lempien sukupuolten keskuudessa (miehet: x
2
=29.940, p=.012; naiset: x
2
=88.078,  p<.001). P-
arvot osoittavat, että merkitsevyys on vielä suurempi naisten kuin miesten keskuudessa. Eri 





=11.780, df=3, p=.008) ja 45-59 (x
2
=7.839, df=3, p=.049). Nämä ovat 
myös ne ikäluokat, joissa hellittelytermejä käytetään eniten. Sen sijaan kahden nuorimman 
sekä vanhimman ikäryhmän kohdalla erot illokutiivisten aktien käytössä eivät ole merkitseviä 
(0-14: x
2
=1.456, df=3, p=.693; 15-24: x
2
=3.765, df=2, p=.152; 60+: x
2
=2.032, df=3, p=.566). 
Kahden nuorimman ikäluokan kohdalla vähäinen aineistomäärä selittänee sen, ettei eroja illo-
kutiivisten aktien käytössä ole, kun taas yli 60-vuotiaiden keskuudessa puheaktit jakautuivat 




Tutkimukselle asetettiin neljä hypoteesia, joista ensimmäisen mukaan miesten ja naisten hel-
littelytermien käytössä on eroja, koska aiempi tutkimus osoittaa kielenkäytössä olevan suku-
puolieroja. Tämä hypoteesi osoittautui tulosten perusteella oikeaksi, samoin kuin toinen hypo-
teesi, jonka mukaan eri ikäryhmien välillä on eroja hellittelytermien käytössä. Sekä sukupuoli 
että ikä näyttävät siis vaikuttavan määrään ja tapaan, jolla hellittelytermejä käytetään. Naiset 
käyttävät hellittelytermejä miehiä enemmän, mikä tukee aiempia havaintoja siitä, että naiset 
osoittavat enemmän hellyyttä puheessaan. 
 
Kolmas ja neljäs hypoteesi liittyivät eri illokutiivisten aktien yleisyyteen ja niiden mukaan 
assertiivit ovat yleisimmin esiintyvä illokutiivinen akti ja että direktiivit esiintyvät useasti 
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hellittelytermien yhteydessä. Näistä ensimmäinen hypoteesi osoittautui vääräksi, sillä assertii-
vien sijaan direktiivit olivat aineistossa useimmin esiintyvä illokutiivinen akti. Sama tulos, 
joka osoitti kolmannen hypoteesin vääräksi, tukee hyvin neljättä hypoteesia, sillä direktiivien 
ollessa yleisin esiintynyt illokutiivinen akti, niitä todella käytetään useasti hellittelytermien 
yhteydessä.  
 
Koska hellittelytermejä käytettiin melko vähän ennen ikävuotta 25, viittaa tämä siihen, että 
hellittelytermien käyttö ei ole piirre joka omaksuttaisiin lapsuudessa tai murrosiässä, vaan 
vasta nuorina aikuisina. Sekä mies- että naispuhujat käyttivät hellittelytermejä eniten ikävuo-
sina 25-34. Tässä iässä on tyypillistä hankkia lapsia, mikä saattaa selittää hellittelytermien 
käyttöä. Myös direktiivien runsas käyttö tässä ikäryhmässä voi selittyä sillä, että käskyt ja 
kehotukset on suunnattu lapsille ja niitä on pehmennetty hellittelytermillä. Aineistoa proses-
soidessa kävi selvästi ilmi, että puhe on suunnattu lapselle. Tämä saattaa selittää, miksi hellit-
telytermien käyttö lisääntyy merkittävästi ikäryhmän 25-34 kohdalla. Jotta tämä havainto voi-
taisiin varmuudella todentaa, tarvitaan lisää tutkimusta, koska kuulijaa ei otettu tässä tutki-
muksessa huomioon. 
 
Aiemmin esitellyn Gutmannin (1975: 171) mukaan miesten käytös muuttuu iän myötä vä-
hemmän aggressiivisemmaksi ja heistä tulee herkempiä, kun taas naisista tulee aggressiivi-
sempia ja hallitsevampia. Tämä teoria voisi selittää, miksi miehet käyttävät enemmän hellitte-
lytermejä ikävuosina 45-59, mutta koska termien käyttö vähenee taas huomattavasti 60 ikä-
vuoden jälkeen ei tulosten perusteella voida väittää, että hellittelytermien käyttö osoittaisi 
muutoksia miesten käytöksessä herkempään ja vähemmän aggressiiviseen suuntaan. Myös-
kään naisia koskevat tulokset eivät tue tätä väitettä, sillä hellittelytermien käyttö ei näytä vä-




Searlen illokutiivisten aktien jaottelu toimi hyvin tämän tyyppisessä tutkimuksessa, sillä sen 
avulla eroista tavoissa käyttää hellittelytermejä sai selkeitä tuloksia. Tulevaisuudessa jaottelun 
voisi tehdä vielä tarkempiin kokonaisuuksiin, joka mahdollistaisi käyttötapojen tarkemman 
analyysin. Aihetta voisi siis ehdottomasti tutkia lisää tulevaisuudessa. Jatkossa tutkimuksen 
vertailukohteeksi voisi ottaa esimerkiksi BNC-korpuksesta tilannesidonnaisia nauhoitteita 
käsittävän osan, jolloin voisi vertailla, onko muodollisten ja epämuodollisten tilanteiden välil-
lä eroja. On olemassa monia vaihtoehtoja, miten tätä aihealuetta voisi tutkia tarkemmin jat-
kossa ja uskon tämän tutkimuksen perustelleen tämän tyyppisellä tutkimuksella olevan paik-
kansa. 
 
Sosiolingvistisen variaation tutkiminen on mielenkiintoista, mutta myös monimutkaista. Tässä 
tutkimuksessa keskityttiin kahteen eri muuttujaan, mutta aina on olemassa mahdollisuus, että 
taustalla on myös muita muuttujia, jotka selittävät eroja kielenkäytössä. Vaikka tutkimuksessa 
esiintyneet puhujat edustavat tiettyä ryhmää, he ovat samalla myös yksilöitä. Näin ollen ei 
voida sanoa, että esimerkiksi 35-44 -vuotiaat naiset käyttävät aina hellittelytermejä enemmän 
kuin miehet. Tutkimuksen tavoitteena ei ole luoda tai vahvistaa stereotypioita vaan löytää 
johdonmukaisuuksia ja taipumuksia kielenkäytössä. Tämä Pro gradu -tutkielma tarjoaa vain 
pienen panoksen laajaan sosiolingvistiseen tutkimukseen, mutta toivon sen innostavan muita-
kin kielentutkijoita tutkimaan tarkemmin hellittelytermien käyttöä, sillä tämä tutkimus keskit-
tyi vain pieneen osaan tästä aihepiiristä. 
 
 
